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ABSTRACT
Cùng với nhau chung tay: A Collaborative project with Vietnamese American youth
by
Khanh Le
Advisor: Dr. Cecilia Espinosa
The purpose of my research is to document, remember and reflect on the experiences of
Vietnamese Americans. To create a space in which Vietnamese American youth can co-labor
(García, 2020) and co-produce knowledge to disrupt the silence surrounding their lived
experience in the U.S., I drew across methodological traditions for this collaborative project. In
doing so, I seek to answer the following questions:
1. How do Vietnamese American youth view/narrate their lives and relationships to the past
and the present in the U.S. and Vietnam?
2. What do youths’ narratives communicate about their transtrauma?
This collaborative project drew from translanguaging and transtrauma theories. For
this project, translanguaging refers to “not just the deployment of multilingual
communicative repertoires,” (Callaghan, Moore, & Simpson, 2018 p.30), but also how
people use their semiotic resources in ways that go beyond written and oral forms to make
meaning. Transtrauma extends beyond baseline understandings of trauma or
intergenerational trauma; instead, it provides a new framework for theorizing lived
experiences in relation to structural conditions. It goes beyond the individual to consider
the role nation-states play in inflicting trauma on marginalized communities. This lens
allows for accurate description of the complexities so many Vietnamese Americans
experience.
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This research project, conducted collaboratively with Vietnamese American youth
in Philadelphia, is multidisciplinary, anchored in arts-based research, participatory-action
research and emancipatory approaches. Such an approach, which I refer to as
transmethodology, extends beyond one single methodology, discipline or imposed
boundaries that the academy typically deems legitimate.
Guided by the research questions, the youth and I collaborated on eight
workshops:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Session 1 and Session 2 - Introductions. Getting to know the youth
Session 3 – The Vietnam War and Coming to the U.S.
Session 4 -What does it mean to be Vietnamese American?
Session 5 – Perceptions of their own racialization and that of others
Session 6 -Language/Bilingualism
Session 7- Construction of gender/sexuality
Session 8-- Schooling

Each workshop generated the following data sources: digital recordings, transcripts, and
workshop activity artifacts. Narrative and dialectical analysis was conducted
collaboratively.
Findings from the eight workshops show the importance of having a collective space for
the youth to process, share the stories and heal from the trauma. The Vietnamese American
youths did not have an opportunity or space to learn about their parents and grandparents’ stories
of coming to the United States and settling here. The Vietnamese American youths came to
terms that their identities are tied to the Vietnam War (American War). The war shapes who they
are as Vietnamese Americans. By participating in the workshops, the Vietnamese American
youth recognized that even though their identities are tied to the war, they are not static, but
dynamic and evolving. The Vietnamese American youths racialized other groups how they were
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being racialized. The Vietnamese American youths have complex and dynamic language
practices that are not recognized by institutions such as schools and nation states.
After reviewing the data from the eight workshops, I found the youth’s transtrauma is
reflected in the way they express guilt, shame, frustration, and anger, all stemming from the
trauma that their parents and grandparents experienced as a result of the Vietnam War and that
they now still feel in their own bodies. The youth’s transtrauma is also reflected in the ways they
talk about the lack of institutional support.

vi

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This doctoral journey has been a journey of growth- learning and self-discovery. It takes
a village. I am grateful for my village. First and foremost, I am forever indebted to my mentor
and advisor, Dr. Ofelia García. I would not be where I am without her mentoring, love, care,
support, and patience. Thank you for believing in me when others did not. A Vietnamese proverb
describes the love and admiration for you: "Mùng Một Tết Cha Mùng Hai Tết Mẹ Mùng Ba Tết
Thầy" [First day of the Lunar New Year is for your father, second day of the Lunar New Year is
for your mother, and the third day of the Lunar is for your mother]. Thank you for treating me
like your family. You have given so much to your students. Thank you for always uplifting your
students.
Thank you, also to Dr. Cecilia Espinosa, the chair of my dissertation. Cecilia, thank you
for being kind and nurturing. I am forever grateful to you when you agreed to be the chair of my
dissertation and my advisor when Ofelia retired. You have given me a lot of valuable advice
during this process. I am more patient, nurturing, and kind because of you. Cảm ơn, Cecilia!
Finally, thank you Dr. Ariana Mangual Figueroa for agreeing to be on my dissertation
committee even though I have never taken a class with you. Thank you, for going that extra mile
to support me so that I can defend this dissertation. I appreciate your care and wisdom. Thank
you for checking in on me throughout this dissertation project.
Thank you, Jonathan Rosa for shaping the initial conceptualization of the theoretical
framework on trauma. Thank you, Matthew Deroo, Les Lledo, and Mohit Praful Mehta for their
generous feedback on part of this dissertation.
And this dissertation project would not have happened without the youth. Thank you, Bá
Tong Ly, Mindy Pham, Gabriella Vu, Samantha Bui, Sydney Nguyen, Linda Tran, Cindy

vii

Truong, and Jeanna Hoang. Cảm ơn máy em for your bravery! Your collective voice is powerful,
thank you for coming together to share your stories. I am grateful that even at the peak of the
pandemic you showed up to listen, laugh, and learn.
There are countless departments and individuals at the Graduate Center who have made
my five years less hectic and more fun. I couldn’t have done this without y’all. Thank you to
Christine Saieh and Matt Binetti for your wisdom as I navigate the PhD program. To my cohort
16- thank you for letting me lean on you, especially Kashema Hutchinson. Thank you, Lara
Alonso, Gladys Aponte, Andrea Nicktee Juarez Mendoza, Cristian Solorza, Robert Robinson,
Alisa Algava, Atasi Das, Kahdeidra Monét Martin, and Sara Vogel for making my time at the
Graduate Center, CUNY amazing. Thank you for the beautiful friendships! To my best friend
since high school, Teena Bounpraseuth, thank you for your unconditional love and support.
Thank you, Heather Woodley, for introducing me to Ofelia and inspiring me to apply to
the Urban Education PhD program at the GC. María Cioè Peña and Ivana Espinet, thank you
always listening and encouraging me! To the folks at CUNY-NYSIEB and Transformative
Learning in the Humanities, thank you for allowing me to grow and learn from all of you.
I am blessed to have a loving and supportive community and family, without whom I
would never have finished this dissertation. Thank you, the Bats (Oliver Szeto, Robert Kim, Bret
Barden) and Auntie Pho (Ken Louie, Jason Wu) for getting me through this PhD program and
the pandemic! I love you guys! Và cuối cùng xin cám ơn gia đình của tôi - Người Việt Nam
chúng ta không nói “I love you”, chúng ta nói “Để mẹ hay chị nấu món mà Khánh thích ăn”. Và
đó là cách nói lời yêu thương của chúng ta. Cái đó là tình thương của người Việt Nam mình.
This dissertation is an honor to our family as refugees in the United States. This is our story, and
it is needed to be heard.

viii

DEDICATION
Thương Nhớ- In loving memory of my Ba
Lê Khoái
February 22, 1944- June 27, 2002

ix

Abstract

iv

Acknowledgements

vii

Dedication

ix

Table of Contents

x

List of Figures

xiii

Introduction

1

Layout of the Dissertation
Chapter 1: Thương Nhớ (Remembering)- Introduction

4
8

Má Ơi!!

9

Ba Về nhà (Dad returned home)

10

Leaving Vietnam

11

Mỹ (America)

16

The exodus of Vietnamese refugees

19

Settling in the United States: The Demographic

23

Summary of Chapter

25

Chapter 2: Review of the literature and theoretical framework- Introduction

26

The other and beating of the tongue

28

Race as a Social Construct

29

Race: Fluidity and Dynamic

33

Race: A Colonial and Western Concept

35

Raciolinguistic ideologies and the co-naturalization and co-construction
of language and race

36

Language and the racialization of Southeast Asian youth

40

To Bear Witness

46

Trauma: Going Beyond the Individual experience

48

Intergenerational Trauma: How trauma is inherited

52

Trauma and the Vietnamese experience

55

Transtrauma: Going beyond the nation states’ definition of trauma

57

A case study: South Philadelphia High School

60

x

Trauma của tôi (My own trauma)

63

Summary of Chapter

65

Chapter 3: Methodology- Introduction

67

The Purpose and Research Questions

68

Research Design

69

Data Collection - The workshops

73

Thematic Analysis

80

Collaborative Analysis

82

Narrative Analysis

83

Background of the youth (K. Le, S. Nguyen, M. Pham & L. Tran)

84

Summary of Chapter

94

Chapter 4: The Vietnam War and Coming to the U.S.- Introduction

96

The Institutionalized History

97

Our Collective Stories

99

“There is Power in the Telling”

101

Our journey towards collective healing

110

Summary of Chapter

112

Chapter 5: The construction of the Vietnamese American youth Identity- Introduction

113

Becoming Poets- Vietnamese American Identity

114

Translanguaging and Disrupting Named Languages

120

The Past Shapes the Present

120

Our Gia đình and Ancestor

122

Going Beyond the Gender Binary

127

“Kissing in Vietnamese”

130

Thưa Mę (Dear Mother)

133

Summary of Chapter

134

Chapter 6: The Perception of their own racialization and that of others- Introduction

136

The Civil Rights Movement

137

The Solidarity between Asian Americans and African Americans

139

Being Racialized

150

The Model Minority Myth

155

xi

The Youths’ Racialization of Others

163

Summary of Chapter

165

Chapter 7: Schooling, Language, and Bilingualism- Introduction

167

The Photographs

169

The Youths’ Language Practices

176

The Youths’ Rich and Dynamic Language Practices

178

Lá Thư (Letters)

182

The Guilt

186

The Disremembering of schooling

187

Schooling- A place of exclusion and disremembering the Vietnam War

190

Summary of Chapter

194

Chapter 8: Transtrauma – Introduction

196

Transtrauma: Haunting across generations

198

Transtrauma: Institutional lack of support

202

Turning transtrauma into hope: The role of the collective sharing space

207

Summary of Chapter

210

Conclusion and Discussion- Introduction

212

Theoretical framework and Research Design

213

Collective Space for Collective Healing

214

Constructing their Vietnamese American Identity

215

Racializing others and Being Racialized

215

The Youths’ Dynamic Language Practices

216

The Vietnamese American youths’ Transtrauma

217

Educating taking into account the Translanguaging/Transtrauma of
Vietnamese American communities
References

218
220

xii

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1.1 My mother being processed at the refugee camp in Thailand by the International
Organization Migration, United Nations

12

Figure 1.2 My first time being photographed. I was four or five years old.

15

Figure 1.3 Top 10 U.S. metropolitan areas by Vietnamese population, 2019

24

Figure 1.4 Number and percentage of distribution of students who are classified as English
Language Learners (ELLs) in public schools and number of ELL students as a percentage of
total public-school enrollment, by the 10 most commonly reported home languages of ELL
students: Fall 2018

25

Figure 3.1 shows the PowerPoint slide of the data analysis training with the youth

80

Figure 3.2 shows the youths’ names and their preferred pronouns

84

Figure 4.1 shows the first activity that the youth participated for this workshop

100

Figure 4.2 shows a timeline created by Linda Tran

105

Figure 4.3 shows a timeline created by Sydney Nguyen

106

Figure 5.1 shows a painting that Jeanna’s sister painted that represents Vietnam

114

Figure 5.2 shows the second activity that the youth participated in

116

Figure 5.3 shows the fishbowl activity that the youth participated in

124

Figure 5.4 shows what the youth wrote down as I called out the words: gender and sexuality 127
Figure 6.1 shows the first activity that the youth participated in

136

Figure 6.2 shows the second activity that the youth participated in

138

Figure 6.3 an activity to survey the youth’s initial thought on racism and discrimination

140

Figure 6.4 shows the first free write activity

145

xiii

Figure 6.5 free write activity that asks the youth to reflect on a time when they discriminated
against someone else

160

Figure 7.1 shows the introduction of the session

168

Figure 7.2 The youth shared the pictures they took over Zoom

169

Figure 7.3 an activity that asked the youth to discuss their language practices at home

175

Figure 7.4 an activity that asked the youth to discuss a time when they were made fun of for
speaking Vietnamese or felt ashamed of the Vietnamese language

180

Figure 7.5 shows the letters that the youths wrote

182

Figure 7.6 an activity that engaged the youth in a discussion about their experiences with
schooling in the U.S.

190

xiv

1

Introduction
In December 1996, an episode on “Hey Arnold!” caught the eyes of many Asian
Americans and its fans. The episode, “Arnold’s Christmas,” was not the usual, light and funny
Nickelodeon kids´ show. The episode was heavy and filled with emotions. Mr. Huynh, one of the
characters on the show, was separated from his daughter when Saigon fell in 1975. During the
chaos of the Fall of Saigon (the Liberation of Saigon) the United States helicopter rushing to get
out only had one space left, Mr. Huynh handed his daughter Mai, to a U.S. soldier. Twenty years
later, Mr. Huynh immigrated to the States in the hope of reuniting with his daughter. All Mr.
Huynh wanted for Christmas was to be reunited with his daughter, Mai.
It was shocking for a TV episode to center the lived experience of Vietnamese
Americans. “Hey Arnold” humanized Vietnamese Americans' experiences. Usually, the
experiences of Vietnamese Americans in relation to the Vietnam War (American War) are
dehumanized and othered. It was a pivotal moment for Asian Americans, particularly
Vietnamese Americans, to see their lived experience being centered on national television.
Twenty-five year later, Kimmy Yam of NBC news writes,
the episode, entitled ‘Arnold’s Christmas, was the first in-depth look into the world of
Mr. Huynh, a recurring character on the show. It also served, for many Asian American
kids in the 1990s, as one of the only times a piece of their history was recognized in
mainstream pop culture. To this day, it remains a compelling television moment for a
community whose stories have long been distorted, overlooked or flattened. (Yam, 2021,
para. 2)
Growing up in Philadelphia as a refugee, I was always looking for that “Arnold
Christmas” episode. I always wanted to have a space where I could share my experience with
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others who had similar experiences as me. A space where we could collectively process and
reflect on being an immigrant/refugee youth. I did not find that space until high school. My
Asian American Studies teacher introduced me to the Asian Arts Initiative (AAI) in high school.
The Asian Arts Initiative is a community-based arts center located in Philadelphia and its
mission is to advance racial equity through the arts. When I joined the youth arts workshops at
the Asian Arts Initiative, I met other Southeast Asian American youth who shared my lived
experience. We used the arts to tell the world our stories. We went on tour and performed poems
based on our lived experiences. I wanted white America to see the Asian American experience
beyond the Chinese, Korean, and Japanese. I wanted my white classmates in my advisory at
Central High School to know that Vietnam is a country and not a name of a war. This yearning
for visibility extends to academia. Currently, research on Vietnamese or Southeast Asian youth
on language, race, education, and trauma has received little attention or interest from scholars.
There have been few studies on Vietnamese or Southeast Asian American youth, and they have
focused on second language acquisition (Tran, 2010), assimilation to American culture (Zhou
and Bankston (1999), high academic achievement (Kim, 2002, Saito, 1999, Nguyen 2009).
Research that offers a critical and dynamic analysis on the lived experience of Vietnamese
American youth garners little attention because the United States wants to forget the humiliating
defeat of the Vietnam War that caused the suffering of Vietnamese people. By not remembering
and silencing the experience of Vietnamese American youth in the United States, the United
States would like to forget the atrocities it committed in Vietnam. As Judith Herman (2015) has
said, “in order to escape accountability for his crimes, the perpetrator does everything in his
power to promote forgetting” (p.8).
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As we will see, the Vietnamese American youth who participated in the collaborative
project that constitutes this dissertation yearn for a space where they could collectively learn
about their history, discuss their lived experiences, critically engage in difficult topics, and build
community. The Vietnamese American youth want to see themselves in the media and in school
textbooks that do not racialize and stereotype them. It is the reason that even at the height of the
pandemic, the Vietnamese American youth still showed up to the Zoom sessions that I held with
the youth in the evening. Some of the youth had been Zooming for classes for four-five hours
before joining the workshops. They were tired of Zoom, but still showed up to participate in the
workshops.
The Vietnam War, also known as the American War in Vietnam[1], ended 45 years ago
causing millions of Vietnamese to flee the country and settle around the world. Most of the
Vietnamese refugees settled in the United States. However, little is known about the experience
of Vietnamese Americans living in the United States, especially Vietnamese American youth.
The educational experience of Vietnamese American youth garners little interest from the
academic community.
Today, there are 2.1 million Vietnamese Americans living in the United States and out of
the 2.1 million, 400,000 Vietnamese Americans are under the age of 18 attending school across
the United States (SEARAC, 2020). The Vietnamese refugees are not like other immigrant
groups settling in the United States such as the East Asian immigrants. Many East Asian
immigrants came to the United States after the 1965 Immigration Act. Many came as graduate
students and stayed. Thus, they brought with them resources when immigrating to the United
States. On the other hand, Vietnamese Americans suffered from the atrocities created by the
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United States, a country that acted both as a savior and invader. They were forced out of their
homeland with just the clothes on their bodies and their trauma. Why are scholars afraid to write
about the educational experience of Vietnamese American students? I hope this dissertation will
shift that perception and call the attention of scholars on the plight of Vietnamese American
students.
Layout of the dissertation
This dissertation is divided into seven chapters. The first chapter highlights the struggles
and resilience of Vietnamese American refugees post the Vietnam War (American War). I also
situate my family’s experience living through the war, escaping Vietnam, and settling in the
United States.
The second chapter looks at the theoretical framework and existing literature, which
guide me to construct a critical lens for my collaborative project with Vietnamese American
youth. The chapter traces the history of racial formation (Ignatiev,1999; Omi & Winant, 2015;
Saucier & Woods, 2016) in the United States and examine how language and race are coconstructed and co-naturalized through raciolinguistic ideologies (Flores & Rosa, 2015; Rosa &
Flores, 2017). Within this chapter, I look at how Southeast Asian youth and Asian American
language practices are racialized as the “others,” the forever foreigner stereotypes, and having
features of what is considered African American English. The third section goes beyond the
racialization and languaging process of Vietnamese Americans and examines what I call the
transtrauma of Vietnamese Americans. Transtrauma interrogates the role of the United States in
shaping the trauma of Vietnamese Americans. The concept of transtrauma goes beyond simply
the trauma of the individual, and looks at how structures of domination play a role inflicting
trauma in marginalized communities such as the Vietnamese American communities.
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Chapter three looks at the methodology that I employ to co-labor and co-construct
knowledge with the Vietnamese American youth. The collaborative project anchors itself on
more than one discipline, and encompasses arts-based research, participatory action research and
emancipatory approaches. I call this transmethodology, that is, going beyond one single
methodology/ discipline and the boundaries that the academy deems as legitimate research. I
designed eight workshops to answer the research questions with the youth. Each workshop
generated the following data sources: digital recordings, transcripts, and workshop activity
artifacts. Narrative analysis of the data was conducted collaboratively. The chapter concludes
with a workshop that introduces the youths and it is co-written with some of the youth –– Mindy
Pham, Linda Tran, and Sydney Nguyễn.
Chapter four explores the Vietnamese American youth and their parents/grandparents’s
stories of the Vietnam War (American War) and coming to the United States. Through writing
activities, a timeline activity, and storytelling, the Vietnamese American youth learnt about their
family’s immigration experiences as refugees and how the Vietnam War (American War)
continues to have an impact on them. The youth are often unaware of their own family histories
in relation to their parents’/grandparents’ escaping the war and relocating to the U.S. The youth
grapple with the guilt that they are living with because of the war and their families’ journey to
the United States. However, the youth discovered that the workshop provided a collective space
to share their stories and heal from the trauma that lives within them.
In chapter five, the Vietnamese American youth explore their identity and sense of
belonging in a racialized and gendered society. Through poetry, discussions, and writing letters
to their mothers, the youth examine how institutionalized patriarchy is reproduced in their
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families. The youth also transcend what it means to be Vietnamese Americans, disrupting the
binary category that is placed on them.
Chapter six looks at how the youth are racialized and how they racialize others. In this
chapter, the Vietnamese American youth learn about the Civil Rights Movement and the
solidarity between Asian Americans and Black Americans, which are not taught in schools. The
youth collectively share their experience of being discriminated against because of their
background through writing activities. As we will see, the youth are racialized as others through
the myth of the model minority, their language, their physical appearance, and what are
perceived as uncivilized behaviors. The youth realize that they also map out stereotypes onto
other racialized groups. Through guided reflection, the youth are able to reflect on personal
experiences with racism and shift their understanding of those experiences from interpersonal to
institutional.
Chapter seven interrogates the U.S. school curriculum, which fails to center the lived
experience of the Vietnamese youth. Through photography, writings, and discussions, the youth
explore language loss, their language practices at home and their experience in schools. The
Vietnamese have rich and dynamic language practices, which are not recognized by the
institution and their families. The youth struggle with the guilt of not knowing Vietnamese well.
The youth also feel excluded and isolated because their schooling doesn’t center their lived
experience.
In Chapter eight, I will review the data from the eight sessions and identify central
themes that highlight the youths transtrauma. I will explore how the youth communicate their
guilt, shame, frustrations and anger, all stemming from their trauma. The youth’s transtrauma is
also reflected in the ways they talk about the lack of institutional support. The collective sharing
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space that the workshops provided eventually allowed the youth to transform this transtrauma
into desires and hope for a future of better self-understanding and aspirations for institutions that
might provide the space they need to free themselves.
Finally, the dissertation concludes with advocating for a transformative educational
paradigm when teaching Vietnamese American students –– an educational paradigm that
addresses Vietnamese American youth transtrauma through a curriculum that centers their lived
experience, teaches their history, and validates their dynamic language practices.

In Vietnam, the Vietnam War is referred to as Chiến Tranh Mỹ, (the American War). I use the term American
War to offer a Vietnamese perspective when discussing the Vietnam War. It is disrupting the narrative that is told
about the Vietnam War, which is always from the perspective of the United States.
[1]
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Chapter 1: Thương Nhớ (Remembering)
Introduction
The now famous image of Vietnamese people clinging to the last United States helicopter
leaving Saigon from the top of the American embassy marked the end of the Vietnam War and
captured the beginning of the Vietnamese refugee experience. When the Vietnam War (also
known as the American War in Vietnam) officially ended on April 30, 1975, many Vietnamese
fled the country by boat, facing pirates and starvation at sea. The United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees began to set up camps in Thailand, Philippines, Malaysia, and Hong
Kong to accommodate more than one million Vietnamese refugees with nowhere else to go. My
family was one of the many that escaped war-torn Vietnam. In this chapter, I share my family’s
experience living through the war, escaping Vietnam, and settling in the United States. The
chapter concludes with bringing my family’s experience into a larger context of the Vietnamese
refugee experience.
I was born ten years after the Vietnam War ended and two years after my father was
released from a “reeducation camp”[1] on March 20, 1985. My name means to celebrate or to
welcome. I never asked my parents why they named me “Khánh.” Maybe because I was born
during peacetime after my mother was reunited with my father. Maybe because I was born on the
first day of spring and they were hoping for a better future — a future where there are no bombs
and no bloodshed. My parents’ generation witnessed a brutal civil war between the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam (North) and the Republic of Vietnam (South) that lasted for 20 years from
1955-1975. My father, Khoái, was conscripted into the Republic of Vietnam army at the age of
18 with a seventh-grade education. He quickly rose through the ranks and became a major.
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During this time, he married my mother, Mai, and had three children— my older brother and
sisters.
The Vietnam War killed more than 3 million Vietnamese and 58,000 Americans. But not
my father. When Saigon fell to the communist forces, my father was on a tour 160 miles away
from my mother and siblings. My father thought Saigon wouldn’t fall this fast. On April 30,
1975, my father refused to be airlifted out of Vietnam by his American counterparts. Instead, he
went back to Quang Tri (my parents’ hometown) to look for my mother and my siblings. My
father’s mission was a failure. He was arrested on his way back to look for them. He did not
know that he would not see his family for another eight years.

Má Ơi!!
Má thought my father was dead. She went from village to village searching for him.
Several months later, when Vietnam was unified and became the Socialist Republic of Vietnam,
my mother received news about my father that changed her world and shattered her heart. A
communist official paid her a visit and told her that my father had been sent to a reeducation
camp up in the mountains, 900 miles from her hometown. He explained that my father needed to
be “reeducated” because he was fighting for the imperialist regime. My mother was numb. She
sobbed as the official searched the house for documents. But he couldn’t find any; my mother
had already burned everything. At that moment, she knew she had lost everything, except for her
children. She was scared for her three children. As the Republic of Vietnam collapsed, the
money in the bank became useless papers. Soon, Má jumped on a boat with her three children to
flee the communist forces entering her hometown. The jewelry in her bag with her clothes

10

followed the waves of the river as she threw it off her shoulders to make her body lighter for the
boat. She left her hometown of Central Vietnam and went down South to stay with her older
sister, who still had some savings when the war ended and was willing to help Má.
Má’s sister bribed the local officials for her to get a small plot of land in a small town 50
miles from Ho Chi Minh City (Saigon). She didn’t have papers and the new government
blacklisted her. Má began her new life there with her three children without her husband. Life
was hard for my family. Má usually sent her three children to her sister’s house for lunch. This
took the burden off of her to provide them food. My sisters and brother were ridiculed at school
because they were considered traitors. It was a big adjustment for my siblings. They were born
when my family had wealth and status. They were fully fed and clothed before the war ended.
Má was allowed to visit my father three times during the eight years he was in prison.
Before each visit, she prepared little snacks for him like rice balls with fermented green mustard,
packing them neatly in a silver stackable lunch box. My mother made the 18 hour-train ride over
several days to see Ba. Each visit lasted less than an hour. The authorities would not tell my
mother when they would release my father. Each trip she prayed that he would be alive to come
home to his family.

Ba Về nhà (Dad returned home)

On April 15, 1983, my mother was working in the rice field, planting the rice stalks that
would soon be harvested. Days, months, and years had gone by; the wrinkles on my mother’s
face were more visible and her lush black beautiful hair had grey streaks in them. Suddenly, she
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heard her friend yell, “Mai ơi, chồng bà về rồi!!” “Mai, your husband is home.” My mother
dropped everything and ran with tears rolling down her cheeks. My mother couldn’t recognize
the man standing in front of her. He was skinny, sickly, and frail looking. He was no longer the
suave looking man, commanding thousands of soldiers. The reeducation camp changed him. She
came closer and began to recognize her husband, my father.
Ba and Má knew that they couldn’t survive in Vietnam. My family had been labelled
ngụy (renegade), a traitor to their own country. The ngụy label prevented my family from having
access to the food ration that was allotted to Vietnamese citizens. There was barely enough to
eat. Ba helped Má with the farming, but that barely supported the family. Ba started to turn to
alcohol as his medicine to treat his trauma. A couple of years had gone by since Ba had been
home. The police constantly checked up on him. They constantly gave him a hard time and
demanded tiền di uống cà phê (money for coffee).
Ba knew some American friends when he was in the military and asked them to submit
our paperwork to the United States embassy in Bangkok, Thailand. We were part of the Orderly
Departure Program (ODP), a program negotiated between the United States, the United Nations
High Commission for Refugees, and the Socialist Republic of Vietnam. The Orderly Departure
Program facilitated the departure of Vietnamese refugees who wished to leave Vietnam in an
orderly manner. My family filed the paperwork and escaped Vietnam.

Leaving Vietnam

12

With the help of Ba’s American friend and bribing of Vietnamese officials, we were
granted an exit permit to leave Vietnam. My family arrived at a refugee camp in Thailand on
July 2, 1991. I was six years old.

Figure 1.1 My mother being processed at the refugee camp in Thailand by the International Organization
Migration, United Nations
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I don’t remember much of our life in the refugee camp. I often played with the other
children. Most of our toys were made from leaves, bottle caps, and twigs. We imagined that we
were living in a mansion, cooking in a big kitchen. The leaves were our food, the twigs were our
utensils, and the bottle caps were our plates and bowls. We used our imagination to escape our
material reality. When I wasn’t pretending, I was often by my mother’s side. I helped her with
the chores in the camp such as cleaning our living quarters. The living quarters were divided by
flimsy wooden panels and cloths. We often folded blankets together. She didn’t realize that she
was my own safety blanket.
As refugees we were given the bare minimum to survive. Everything was rationed from
shampoos to food. What the camps gave my family was never enough. Once a week the guards
allowed one family member to leave to go into the market to buy goods. I usually followed my
mother to the gates at the edge of the camp where we were separated from the real world. But
there was something unusual this time at the gate. Má stood there for a long time, talking to one
of the guards. It was then that I saw her remove her wedding ring and give it to the guard. She
had a long list of things she had lost when the war ended. But now she had sold the very last
possession she had left in order to buy our necessities.
I did not know what was beyond the gates. All I knew were my imaginary games, my
family, and the small straw house that my father built for us; and the routine chores I did with my
mother. That was my world. As refugees, time was our enemy and our friend. It was our enemy
because it was a waiting game. It was our friend because it was our hope that we could escape
our harsh reality. My family’s waiting game was over on March 15, 1992— five days before my
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seventh birthday. That day, everyone was smiling. It was our hope to “đi Mỹ,” the name that the
Vietnamese people bestowed upon the United States, meaning paragon or beautiful. In the eyes
of the refugees, Mỹ was perfect and money fell from the trees. My mother told me that we would
leave for Mỹ in a few months. Time was my family’s friend again. I jumped up and down in
excitement and screamed, “I will get to pick money from the trees!”
The last few months in the camp were a blink of an eye. Every day, there were errands for
my family to take care of to prepare for our trip. We were required to be vaccinated. Each time a
nurse poked a needle through my skinny arm, tears fell from my eyes like Sông Hồng (the Red
River Delta). The paperwork was endless. We were all interviewed and screened many times by
different caseworkers. After each interview, I was fingerprinted and photographed. The black
instrument with the big shiny lens looked very alien to me. I had never seen a camera before. It
was my first time being photographed.
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Figure 1.2. My first time being photographed. I was four or five years old.

The day we got our passports and visas to “the land of the brave and home of the free,”
my family knew that immigrating to the United States was tangible, a reality and not a dream.
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On July 3rd, 1992, we flew from Bangkok to Tokyo- Narita, then Tokyo- Narita to San
Francisco. The International Organization for Migration paid for our airline tickets to Mỹ (I
found out later that we had to make monthly payments to pay back the tickets that were
purchased for us). My mother told me that I was very sick on the airplane and that she had to
carry me throughout the journey. However, this time the journey to Mỹ was painless and less
dangerous compared to others that my family members had taken. My mother didn’t have to
jump the train or hear gunshots on this journey, as she had done when fleeing communist forces.
Instead, she sat in a seat with her family, being served meals and drinks by flight attendants. The
airplane food was one of the best meals she had in a long time. Ba was just very quiet, managing
all of our documents.
Mỹ (America)
My family landed in San Francisco on Independence Day, July 4, 1992. Our sponsors
picked us up at the airport and drove us to San Jose. They were a Catholic Vietnamese American
couple who were living in the United States since 1980. Immediately, our sponsors helped us
rent a two-bedroom apartment near downtown San Jose. They bought our family used furniture
and took us to Goodwill to buy clothes. Má and Ba began taking English class that was provided
by the Vietnamese American community. While my parents looked for jobs, my siblings and I
helped fill out the paperwork for our family. It was summer when my family arrived, thus we did
not have school. My siblings made friends and they showed me around town. I was shocked that
money did not fall from trees; ở Mỹ.
The two months we lived in San Jose were beautiful. The city had a very large
Vietnamese immigrant community, and on the weekends there were always events for us like
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free concerts and food at the park. However, I hated Sundays because we had to go to church
with our sponsors. Our fridge was always stocked with groceries from our sponsors. My mother
would yell, “uống sữa Mỹ để cho lớn” [“Drink your American milk so you can grow.”] I hated
the taste of milk and resisted my mother’s orders. My parents cooked so many delicious
Vietnamese meals that I never tasted before.
Life in San Jose was very different from the life I had in the refugee camp. I was able to
see the world beyond the gates. My sponsors gave me toys, not the imaginary ones in the refugee
camp. They took us to the mall. I had never seen anything this big before. I also made a friend,
who lived across from our apartment. We played hide and seek together. But our time in San
Jose was short. We had to leave because my parents couldn’t find work. My father had a friend
who was living in Philadelphia who he knew from his military days. He told my father that it
was less competitive and had more jobs. That September, my family picked up and moved again.
I did not want to move. I loved San Jose. I did not want to leave the friends I made in San Jose.
In South Philadelphia, my family rented a two-bedroom apartment across the street from
my father’s friend. My mother got a job as a seamstress at a factory that produced silk pajamas
for women. Each morning a van picked her up at 5:00 a.m. and dropped her off at 6:00 p.m., six
days per week. Sometimes, I went to work with her on the weekends because there was not
anyone to babysit me. At the factory, I followed my mother’s every movement. She meticulously
sewed one pajama at a time. Over and over my mother’s rough hands meticulously sewed the
smooth silk fabric that would never touch her body. But during my visits, I thought it was all
very fun; it wasn’t every day I got to see what my mother did at work. Her coworkers were
immigrants from all over the world: Russia, Italy, and different Asian countries. Josephine, an
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Italian immigrant, gave me cookies and let me play with her lunch box. I took naps on a pile of
smooth warm fabrics.
Unlike my familiarity with my mother's job, I didn’t know much about my father’s. My
father did not speak much. He had found a job working in a factory that produced paper towels.
During the ten years he worked there, our family never had to buy a single roll. On the
weekdays, he worked and cooked dinner for the family, and hardly spoke. My father never spoke
much about his time in the reeducation camp either. He only spoke about it when he was drunk
on the weekends with his friends. But he told me how it was like hell. In the middle of the night
the guards would take the prisoners to the jungle and shoot them. My father once told me how he
always lived on the edge, not knowing if he would be the next person executed. The reeducation
camp was a forced labor camp. The guards forced him to cultivate lands under the hot sun with
minimal food and water. He was only given a bowl of rice a day; his body yearned for comfort.
His voice shook as he spoke about sleeping next to dead bodies. Not many of his friends made it
out of the reeducation camp alive. They were either killed or died due to forced labor. My
father’s main goal was to see his wife and children again.
To this day, I don’t know much about my father, beyond the blank expression on his face.
My father drank a lot to escape his trauma. He became verbally abusive toward my brother, my
mother, and me, but not my sister. I heard endless arguments between my father and mother.
Beyond the abusive words, my father got physical with my brother and me as well. I do not
remember what I did wrong, but my father took a broom and lashed out at me. I cried and
screamed in the corner of the room in a fetal position. The more I cried and screamed, the more
he lashed out at me. Each lash left a red and painful mark on my body. My mother often had to
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jump in front of me to stop him, taking the lashings for me. I felt unwanted, and I hated my
father. At the time, I didn’t realize that he was dealing with trauma. My father was taking his
pain and grief out on us. The Vietnam War ended on April 30, 1975, but my father was still
fighting that war in 2002 when he died.

The exodus of Vietnamese refugees

My family experience was not unique. It is a part of the experience of 2.1 million
Vietnamese Americans living in the United States. My story is one of millions of stories. It is a
story of love, resistance, and resilience. The next few pages extend my family’s story and
connect it to the Vietnamese refugee experience in the United States.
The United States involvement in Vietnam created one of the largest refugee crises in
modern history (Zhou & Bankston, 1998). Before the fall of Saigon, American officials were
scrambling to evacuate American service members out of Vietnam. During the month of April in
1975, the United States evacuated 7,500 Americans each day. Under the plan, the United States
only evacuated American servicemen and their Vietnamese spouses. Vietnamese who worked for
the United States did not fall under the evacuation plan until a few days prior to the collapse of
Saigon. It was not until then that the United States knew that Saigon was going to collapse.
Congress approved the plan to evacuate 135,000 Vietnamese servicemen and their dependents.
This was a small number compared to the 3 million Vietnamese that collaborated with the United
States.
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The rest of the Vietnamese who worked for the United States government, but were not
evacuated by the United States military, fled Vietnam by boat. For those who did not leave
Vietnam, many were sent to reeducation camps across the country. Within days of unifying the
country, the new regime announced on the radio that certain groups of people such as elected
officials, military officers, teachers, writers, artists, civil servants, and professors from the Saigon
regime needed to report to designated locations for “reeducation’ sessions. Many were told to
pack clothes just enough for a few days as the reeducation sessions were only three to seven
days. Most of the people cooperated and reported to the designated locations thinking that they
would be back home soon. However, when they arrived at their designated stations, soldiers
blindfolded and transported them to reeducation camps (Chan, 2006). Low ranking military
officers were held in these camps for three to five years and high-ranking officers five to ten
years (Kaiser, 1994).
It is estimated that one million Vietnamese were sent to reeducation camps across
Vietnam after the war ended (Roth-Haas, 1988). According to Amnesty International, the camps
were not re-education camps, but forced labor camps. Prisoners worked nine to ten hours a day,
six days a week under the hot sun. There were no medical facilities at the camps or medical
professionals. Many prisoners died of starvation and diseases. It is estimated that 165,000
Vietnamese prisoners died during their time in the camps (Kubia, 2014).
For those who were not affiliated with the Saigon regime and were not sent to
reeducation camps, the new government established Kinh Tế Mới (New Economic Zones
program). Lê Duẩn, the General Secretary of the Communist Party wanted the now unified
country to adopt a socialist state without delays. In order for socialist reconstruction to proceed,
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Lê Duẩn said “the bourgeoisie and the remnants of the feudal landlord class must be eliminated,
economic enterprises must be nationalized, and large land holdings confiscated” (Chan, 2006, p.
67). The purpose of Kinh Tế Mới was to instill agriculture values in people who were said to
have been corrupted by city life.
Businessmen and professional elites were ordered to leave their homes and go to Kinh Tế
Mới. Most of them were there only a few weeks to a few months. They were ordered to cultivate
land and dig irrigation canals. An ethnic Chinese businessman recalled “choked mute lines of
families trudging out of the benign agricultural work in the countryside.” He said: “These city
people had no prior knowledge of how to do that job, yet they had no choice” (Takaki, 1999, p.
452).
During the period of Kinh Tế Mới, many Vietnamese escaped Vietnam via boat. In 1977,
21,000 Vietnamese fled Vietnam, that number jumped to 106,500 in 1978. Vietnamese who
wished to escape Vietnam paid boat owners 45 gold bars. Vietnamese refugees risked their lives
on crowded boats where storms and pirates awaited them to take their lives. Two thirds of the
boats were attacked by pirates (Takaki, 1999). Du Tu Le (1990) later wrote a poem recalling his
experience as he witnessed pirates entering his boat, rape women, and threw men off the boat.
Can you imagine human hair
Flowing all over the sea,
Children’s bodies ready to dissolve
As human meat dinners of fish?
But they keep on leaving
As humanity turn their heads away
And still they serenely
Throw themselves into death (p9).
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Thai Dang, a 13- year- old Vietnamese refugee who fled Vietnam via boat alone because
her parents did not make it with her on the boat said: “My mother placed me on a small boat and
waved goodbye. Who was to guarantee that I would survive in the dark sea?” (Takaki, 1999, p
452). Dang’s boat was attacked by pirates. They robbed everyone on the boat. Similar to Dang’s
experience, Luong Bot Chau’s boat was also robbed by pirates. When the pirates approached
Chau’s boat, the women smeared their faces with engine oil and fish sauce to make them less
desirable. The pirates tied up all of the men and threw some of them off the boat and proceeded
to rape the women. Chau recalled the horror when the pirates couldn’t take her husband’s
wedding ring off his finger, and they chopped his finger to get their hands on the ring. Chau was
also raped. She vividly remembered, “the dark-skinned men circling me, the knife at my throat,
the hands that clawed into her breasts, mutilating them” (Takaki, 1999, p. 453). After looting,
killing, and raping women on the boat, the pirates left. Chau’s boat drifted to the shore of
Thailand. She stayed in a refugee camp for a few years before immigrating to the United States.
The number of Vietnamese refugees entering the United States increased by thousands
yearly. In 1985, there were 643,000 Vietnamese in the United States. In 1997, that number
jumped to 1.6 million. There were three waves of Vietnamese migration to the United States.
The first wave happened right after the Fall/Liberation of Saigon on April 1975, which consisted
of high-ranking Vietnamese officials and elites. The second wave occurred at the end of the
1970s, which included non-elite and middle-class Vietnamese. The third wave occurred in the
late 1980s and early 1990s, which included political prisoners and con lai (Amerasians)
(Batalova, 2014).
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Settling in the United States: The Demographic
Unlike other immigrants from Asia who immigrated to the United States post the 1965
Immigration Act, Vietnamese refugees lacked the economic resources and the preexisting ethnic
community to help them. The United States government designated non-profit agencies to
oversee the resettlement of Vietnamese refugees. These agencies belonged to the Catholic
church. Usually, the United States government dispersed Vietnamese refugees across the
country. The aim was for Vietnamese refugees to assimilate by dispersing them. However, most
Vietnamese regrouped in large metropolitan areas such as San Jose, Los Angeles, Houston,
Dallas, Washington D.C., Seattle, and Philadelphia.
According to the Pew Research Center (2021), there are currently over 2.2 million
Vietnamese living in the United States. Roughly 17 % of the population is under the age of 18.
Over 54% of the population are classified as proficient in English. About 62% of the
Vietnamese population are foreign born. Over 78 % of the population have been living in the
United States for more than ten years. About 22 % of the population have a Bachelor's degree
and 10 % have a post graduate degree. The rate of Vietnamese living in poverty is 12%.
Most Vietnamese Americans live in California. The Los Angeles metropolitan area has
the highest concentration of Vietnamese Americans, roughly 350,000 are residing in the area.
The Bay Area in California houses over 250,000 Vietnamese Americans. The Delaware Valley
metropolitan area (Philadelphia, Camden, Delaware) has a population of 35,000 Vietnamese
Americans.
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Figure 1.3 Top 10 U.S. metropolitan areas by Vietnamese population, 2019

Currently there are roughly 400,000 Vietnamese students attending K-12 public schools in the
United States. Over 76,500 Vietnamese students are classified as English Language Learners
(ELLs). California has the largest population of Vietnamese students who are classified as ELLs
(COE - English Language Learners in Public Schools, 2021). However, with the exception of
three Dual Language bilingual programs in Vietnamese and English located in Seattle, Orange
County, and Boston, there are no other bilingual education programs for Vietnamese students
attending K-12 education in the United States.
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Figure1.4 Number and percentage of distribution of students who are classified as English Language
Learners (ELLs) in public schools and number of ELL students as a percentage of total public-school
enrollment, by the 10 most commonly reported home languages of ELL students: Fall 2018

Summary of Chapter
This chapter takes us on a journey on my family’s journey of war and immigrating to the
United States, and the pain that my parents endured during and after the war and our struggles as
refugees in the “land of the free and home of the brave.” However, my family’s story is one of a
million stories. I trace the history of Vietnamese immigrating to the United States after the war
ended. The Vietnam War shapes the experience of Vietnamese American living in the diaspora.
Where are they? What do they do?
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Chapter 2: Review of the literature and theoretical framework
Introduction
In this chapter, I draw on scholarship around the theoretical frameworks that shaped my
dissertation project because they are particularly relevant to understand the lives of Vietnamese
American youth –– race and racialization processes, raciolinguistic ideologies, and trauma. As I
write this literature review, I also review my own experiences, and narrate the history of
Vietnamese Americans as well as the experiences suffered. The reader will find my voice
interspersed throughout this chapter with that of other authors.
I begin my review of race and racialization processes by focusing on Noel Ignatiev’s
(1999) theory on race as a social construct. Building on the theory of race as a social construct, I
then review Michael Omi and Howard Winant’s (2015) position that race is dynamic and fluid
and is determined by economic, social and political forces. Moving beyond the racial formation
theory in which race is seen as dynamic, fluid, and social construct, I introduce the work of
Khalil Saucier and Tryon Woods (2016) and their view race as an inheritance of western
colonialism, the practices of violence, segregation, and exploitation of non-white bodies.
Building on the work of racial formation in the United States, I then look at language and
race and how they are co-constructed and co-naturalized through the work of Jonathan Rosa and
Nelson Flores (2015, 2017) on raciolinguistic ideologies and raciolinguistic perspectives. Then I
examine the work of Angela Reyes (2007), Mary Bucholtz (2009), and Elaine Chun (2013) to
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examine how race and language of Asian Americans are conjoined through the racialization
process.
I then draw on theories of trauma and extend them in what I call transtrauma.
Transtrauma extends beyond baseline understandings of trauma or intergenerational trauma;
instead, it provides a new framework for theorizing lived experiences in relation to structural
conditions. It goes beyond the individual to consider the role nation-states play in inflicting
trauma on marginalized communities. This lens allows for accurate description of the
complexities so many Vietnamese Americans experience.
As I write, I take up and extend the notion of translanguaging to project my voice.
Translanguaging refers “to the deployment of a speaker’s full linguistic repertoire without regard
for watchful adherence to the socially and politically defined boundaries of named (and usually
national and state) languages” (Otheguy, García and Reid, 2015, p. 283). Likewise, I deploy my
full repertoire to tell a story, sometimes focusing on established research by others, and other
times on my own experiences. I choose to speak not from an external perspective that responds
only to the needs of institutionalized research, but also from an internal perspective that takes
into account the actual practices of minoritized and racialized speakers.
As we will see in chapter 3, translanguaging became an important part of my
methodology, for it refers to “not just the deployment of multilingual communicative
repertoires,” (Callaghan, Moore, & Simpson, 2018 p.30), but also to the ways people use their
semiotic resources that go beyond written and oral forms to make meaning. These include theater
performance, dance, virtual arts, collages, and etc. In Alonso & Le’s (2020) Participatory Action
Research with middle school youth at El Puente in Brooklyn, one of the youth tells another youth
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that he is bilingual because he considers step-dance as a form of language. Translanguaging is
“therefore often a creative process, and has the potential to be a transformative process: when
communication crosses modes of semiosis in a process of re-semiotisation new meanings are
made” (Callaghan, Moore, & Simpson, 2018 p. 30).

The other and the beating of the tongue
I remember it very vividly, it was 1999 and I had just entered high school –– Central
High School; it was a magnet high school, an elite institution. I thought to myself, “How did I
get here? Central High School where the majority of the student body is white presents a stark
contrast to the demographics of the city of Philadelphia, where the majority of the population is
black. It was the first week of school, a classmate sitting next to me in advisory asked where I
was from. I told him, “I’m from South Philly.” He asked again, “I meant where are you from?” I
responded, “I am from Vietnam.” He replied, “Oh I thought it is a name of a war, not a country.”
I replied back to him, “It is a country.”
At that same time, my English teacher was not happy with the way I used language. She
said, “Khanh, why do you speak like that?” I was confused. She went on to say, “Don’t use
double negatives in your speech, and your pronunciation of some words are off.” My English
was a mixture of the language practices of African Americans and Vietnamese. My English
teacher set up a meeting with my counselor for me to see a speech therapist. In the Fall of 1999,
for 40 minutes each day, I bent and twisted my tongue to sound like my white peers at Central
High School in front of a speech therapist. My language practice was deemed unacceptable,
deficient, and not up to the standards of Central High School students. In order to be accepted,
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my tongue took a beating every day to get rid of what was considered Ghetto and F.O.B. (Fresh
off the Boat) speech.
These incidents made me realize that I was being racialized as the other, not belonging to
either country. My linguistic practices and body were racialized. I was marked as the other, as a
refugee. I am a refugee without a country, a nation, and a state, leeching on this land full of
resources that was built by enslaved and immigrant people.
In the next section, I consider the construction of race in the United States starting with
the work of Noel Ignatiev.

Race as a social construct
Noel Ignatiev (1999) dismisses the notion that race is biological by examining one group
of people and how they became white. Ignatiev based his claim on the Irish experience in the
United States as immigrants through a historical lens. Ignative looks at how the Irish, an
oppressed group, became part of an oppressing group in the United States. Ignatiev begins with
examining the Irish experience in Ireland and how they were viewed in their homeland before
coming to the United States.
In Ireland, the Catholic Irish were discriminated against, marginalized, and racialized as a
lower class by Presbyterians who were farmers, mechanics, and small tradesmen, descendants of
soldiers of Scots and Cromwell. According to Ignatiev, “Eighteenth-century Ireland presents a
classic case of racial oppression. Catholics there were known as native Irish, Celts, or Gaels (as
well as ´Papists´ and other equally derogatory names), and were regarded, and frequently spoke
of them as a ´race,´ rather than a nation” (Ignatiev, 1999, p. 35). The Catholic Irish were not
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permitted to vote, hold public office, serve in the military, or practice law. They were also
forbidden to teach in a school, attend university or be a private tutor. The Catholic Irish lived in
segregation. They were forbidden to marry Protestants. The Catholic Irish daily lives were
regulated by these discriminatory and segregationist laws. These laws were similar to the caste
system in India. No matter what Irish Catholics did, they could not escape these laws.
Because the Catholic Irish were an oppressed group in Ireland, they had empathy towards
the treatment of African Americans in the United States. Thus, they were against slavery and
were advocates of the abolitionist movement in the United States. In 1841, roughly 60,000
Catholic Irish issued a statement calling the Irish living in the United States to join in the
struggle against slavery. The leader of this petition was Daniel O'Connell, a Catholic Irish who
had been fighting for emancipation of the Catholic Irish in Ireland. He remarked,
Let America, in the fullness of her pride, wave on high her banner of freedom and its
blazing stars. In the midst of their laughter and their pride, I point them to the negro
children screaming for their mother from whose bosom they have been torn. Let them
hoist the flag of liberty, with the whip and rack on one side, and the star of freedom upon
the other. (Ignatiev, 1999, p. 6)
However, the Irish Americans did not share the same values and sentiments as their fellow
countrymen in Ireland. Several local Irish newspapers in the United States did not endorse the
petition nor the abolitionist movement in the United States. The Boston Catholic Daily stated
that the Catholic Irish did not have any rights to impose their opinions on the Irish Americans.
The newspapers remarked, “The ‘illustrious Liberator’ could fix his signature to any document
he pleased, but he had no right to shackle the opinions of the Irishmen of America” (Ignatiev,
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1999, p. 13). The Irish Americans in Pottsville, Pennsylvania had a harsher tone, denouncing the
address and declaring that African Americans were not their brothers. Why was there such a
difference in opinion regarding slavery from Irish in the United States and Irish in Ireland?
Ignative recounts the Irish experience in the United States.
The Irish had been arriving in the United States since the 18th Century, however the
famine in 1845 caused an influx of Catholic Irish immigrating to the United States. Between
1845 and 1855, there were roughly two million Irish immigrants coming to the United States.
The Irish who arrived between this time were much poorer than their predecessors. Upon their
arrival in the United States, the Irish were lumped together with African Americans with regards
to housing and jobs. Across cities such as Philadelphia, New York, Boston, the Irish lived in the
same neighborhoods as African Americans and competing for the same jobs. According to
Ignatiev, the Irish were racialized and oppressed just like African Americans. The Irish were
referred to as "niggers turned inside out; the Negroes, for their part, were sometimes called
‘smoked Irish,’ an appellation they must have found no more flattering than it was intended to
be” (Ignatiev, 1999, p. 41). A popular taunt in the day was for enslaved African Americans on
criticizing their masters was, “My master is a great tyrant, he treats me as badly as if I was a
common lrishman” (Ignatiev, 19990, p 42).
At first there were a lot of interaction between African Americans and Irish Americans,
including intermarriage. The Census of 1850 recorded a high number of “mulattoes” in
Philadelphia and New York, where there was a large population of Irish immigrants. Employee’s
information of the Narragansett and National Brick Company included a number of Irish
identified employees listed as “mulattoes.” The two groups conducted business together, worked
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alongside each other, and lived among each other. A Philadelphia newspaper ran a story on the
horrible living of the Irish immigrants and African Americans. The paper stated:
With the exception of this apartment, no other part of the house contained a single article
of furniture, except some damaged furnaces and miserable stoves. The walls were
discolored by smoke and filth, the glass was broken from the windows, chinks in the
framework let in the cold air, and everything was as wretchedly uncomfortable as it is
possible to conceive. Yet in every one of these squalid apartments, including the cellar
and the loft, men and women –– blacks and whites by dozens ––were huddled together
promiscuously, squatting or lying upon the bare floors, and keeping themselves from
freezing by covering their bodies with such filthy rags as chance threw in their way.
(Ignatiev, 1999, p. 41)
When the Irish immigrated to the United States, they were denied membership into the
white club. How did the Irish earn admission into the white club? According to Ignatiev, the Irish
immigrants gained access to whiteness by supporting legislations and candidates who were pro
slavery. Thus, the Irish supported the Democratic party, which was pro slavery instead of the
Republican party, which was pro abolitionist. The Democratic party also took steps to ease the
assimilation of the Irish as whites by rejecting nativism. Thus, by rejecting that only those of
Anglo-Saxon native stock were white, the Democratic party set the standards for acceptable
behaviors for whiteness that included the Irish immigrants.
The Irish immigrants also took proactive steps to align themselves with whiteness. For
example, in 1837 when the delegates in Philadelphia debated on the voting rights of African
Americans, the Irish immigrants expressed their objection by burning the abolitionist hall in
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Philadelphia. In 1846 at the New York State constitutional convention, an Irish delegate objected
to a proposal to give black men voting rights and stated that “such a proposal would condemn
white immigrants to Negro rule” (Ignatiev, 1999, p. 77). Many Irish activists declared that
enslaved African Americans had it better than free laborers. Robert Owen, an Irish activist
claimed that “there is more real suffering among the landless whites of the North, than among
the blacks of the South” (Ignatiev, 1999 p. 80). An Irish local newspaper also jumped on the
bandwagon of anti-blackness, by denouncing the Republican party’s anti-slavery stance. The
Irish Know newspaper wrote this, “The Republicans would give the nigger preference over them
––witness Massachusetts, the nigger is elevated, the Irishman is degraded” (Ingnative, 1999, p
87).

Race: Fluidity and dynamism
Using the Irish immigrants as a case study, Ignatiev (1999) reveals that whiteness is a concept that
the powerful dominant group identified with and used it to exercise their power over other groups. Noel
Ignagtiev establishes that race is a social construct, it is flexible enough for whites to let in people who
were deemed unworthy before. Building on Ignatiev’s work on race as a social construct, Michael Omi
and Howard Winant (2015) argue that race is also tied to the political movements that have transformed
the politics and the construction of race over the course of history in the United States. According to Omi
and Winant, race and racism are dynamic and fluid. They begin their argument with a discussion on prior
theories of race.

Omi and Winant still define race as a category, but it is not fixed. Race is a process,
resulting from the fluid and dynamic interaction between social structure and common day life.
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According to Omi and Winant (2015) race “is a concept that signifies and symbolizes social
conflicts and interests by referring to different types of human bodies” (p.110). Thus, they still
argue that race has biologically based human characteristics, but they are tied to the political,
social context, and history of the United States.
Like Ignatiev, Omi and Winant formulate their argument of race using a historical lens.
Omi and Winant outline the genealogy of race beginning with the concept that race did not come
into fruition until the Europeans came into contact with the Americas. The European colonizers
used religion to justify their superiority over other races. As the Enlightenment Period arose,
using religion to justify superiority gradually gave way to science. Race was conceived as
biological and natural. Scientific evidence was used to promote European superiority over other
races.
At the turn of the 20thCentury, the argument that race was biological faced critique from
scholars such as W.E.B Du Bois (1998). Dubois rejected the attempts to link racial characteristics
to biological traits. However, this position did not gain traction until the mid-20th Century, when
scholars such as Robert E. Park (1964) began to move away from the biological argument of race
and more towards a social construct argument. Using this as a starting point, Omni and Winant
assert that race is a master category, “a fundamental concept that has profoundly shaped, and
continues to shape, the history, polity, economic structure, and culture of the United States” (Omi
& Winant, 2015, p. 106). They define racial formation as “the sociohistorical process by which
racial identities are created, lived out, transformed, and destroyed” (Omi & Winant, 2015, p. 109).
The underlying assumption is that race is pervasive, and it is weaved into the historical and
contemporary movements in the United States.
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Race: A colonial and western concept

Recently, there are scholars who have critiqued Omi and Winant’s (2015) racial formation
theory. Saucier and Woods (2016) argue that scholars who argue that race is a social construct
still rely on the argument that race is biological. Saucier and Woods claim that Omi and Winant
rely “for coherence on the rhetorical force of refuting the meanings given to race by biological
associations and at the same time silently reinscribe those same biological associations as its only
account of race” (Saucier and Woods, 2016, p. 9). Saucier and Woods’ main critique of Omi and
Winant’s racial formation is that they maintain that race is a category and fail to take into
consideration colonialism, slavery, as well as not centering Blackness. According to Saucier and
Woods:
Race is not in the eye of the beholder or on the body of the objectified. Race is an inherited
western, modern-colonial practice of violence, assemblage, superordination, exploitation
and segregation. Race is constitutively and unequally relational, regulatory and
governmental, demarcating the colonial rule of Europe over non-Europe. Race has diverse,
irrepressible, circuitous, fractured, antagonistic, material and discursive histories. Race
underlines and colors the western political institution of nation-societies. Race is the
political relation of antagonism between institutionally dominant white populations and
dominated non-white populations. Race is the social policing of non-whiteness,
particularly Blackness, under the authoritarian populism of whiteness. Race as these
colonial constituted practices has been obscured, redefined and naturalised in liberal
academic and political discourses that privilege its meaning in the shifting and changing
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population metaphors of biology and ethnicity, under the white gaze. (Saucier and Woods,
2016, p. 10)

Raciolinguistic ideologies and the co-naturalization and co-construction of language and
race

I have traced the history of racial formation in the United States through various scholars.
For the next part of this section, I will focus on how language and race have been co-constructed
in the United States. Chun and Lo (2016) use Omi and Winant’s theory on racial formation as a
foundation to argue that language plays an important role in the racialization of marginalized
communities. They define racialization as “a semiotic process that naturalizes social difference:
signs that point to race, such as skin color, hair texture, and voice quality, are thought of as selfevident visible, tangible, or audible cues that differentiate human types on primordial, genetic
basis” (Chun and Lo, 2016 p. 220). Chun and Lo (2016) highlight the role that language plays in
this racialization process through what they call linguistic racialization, or “the sociocultural
process through which race –– as an ideological dimension of human differentiation ––comes to
be imagined, produced, and reified through language practices” (p.220). They do this through a
historical and thematic review of research on linguistic racialization.
While Chun and Lo (2016) adopt Omi and Winant’ theory on race to discuss how
racialization works through language ideologies, Jonathan Rosa and Nelson Flores (2015, 2017)
adopt Saucier and Woods’ position on race to theorize the co-naturalization and co-construction
of language and race in the United States. Flores and Rosa (2015, 2017) term this raciolinguistic
ideologies and raciolinguistic perspectives. Flores and Rosa (2015) show how language and race
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are co-constructed through the critique of what they call the appropriateness-based education
model in language education. The appropriateness-based education model usually found in most
education programs to teach minoritized language students, whether monolingual or bilingual,
focuses on teaching them appropriate academic linguistics practices. Flores and Rosa question the
objectivity of the appropriateness-based model in language education. They argue that this
appropriate approach in language education does not take into consideration the listening subject
(Inoue, 2006). Flores and Rosa argue that even when language minoritized students possess the
standard academic linguistic practices, the white listening subject still views them as having a
deficiency in standard academic linguistic practices. Thus, minoritized language students inherit a
shared racial positioning that frames their linguistic practices as deficient regardless of how
closely they follow the standard academic linguistic rules. Raciolinguistic ideologies “produce
racialized speaking subjects who are constructed as linguistically deviant even when engaging in
linguistic practices positioned as normative or innovative when produced by privileged white
subjects” (Flores and Rosa, 2015 p.150). Thus, raciolinguistic ideologies examine the coconstruction of racial, ethnic, and linguistic categories and the interactions of white listening
subjects with minoritized communities. Raciolinguistic ideologies look at how the language
practices of minoritized communities are racialized.
Rosa and Flores (2017) introduce the term raciolinguistic ideologies to understand how
language and race have been co-naturalized at an institutional level and how we can denaturalize them to fight white supremacy. They examine five central elements of raciolinguistic
ideologies to explore and understand how structures of domination (nation-states and colonial
contexts) co- naturalize language and race. These include: historical and contemporary colonial
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co-naturalization of race and language, perceptions of racial and linguistic difference,
regimentations of racial and linguistic categories, racial and linguistic intersections, and
contestations of racial and linguistic power formations.
The work on raciolinguistic ideologies seeks to understand the dialectic between language
and race within a colonial governmentality and how it shapes modern day linguistics and racial
formations. Rosa and Flores (2017) look at the framing of colonized/indigenous populations and
their languages throughout history, beginning with the subhuman narrative and then moving to
the inferior one during the Enlightenment. Thus, the construction of race alongside with
subjecting colonized population to ideologies of separate and bounded languages were important
because it positions Europeans as superior. Rosa and Flores (2017) argue that the nationstate/colonial governmentality “relied on raciolinguistic ideologies that positioned colonized
populations as inferior to idealized European populations” (Rosa and Flores, 2017 p. 627).
Inoue’s work on the listening subject (2006) has had a great impact on Rosa and Flores’
work on the formation of raciolinguistic ideologies. Inoue (2006) studies the emergence of the so
-called Japanese schoolgirl speech in the late 19th century in Japan. Inoue argues that the
Japanese men overheard the so- called Japanese school speech not because the schoolgirls spoke
this way, but the men were grappling with their anxiety as Japanese society began to give women
more rights. Rosa and Flores interrogate the racially hegemonic perceiving subjects and how they
view marginalized bodies and their language practices with anxiety and fear. For example, a
Latinx principal’s intelligence was questioned by a white teacher, saying that the principal’s
English and Spanish were “horrible.” The Latinx principal had a doctorate in education. The
anxiety over the principal’s linguistic competency extends to anxiety over marginalized bodies.
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This is often what happens with the killing of black and brown bodies by law enforcement
officers. For example, Darren Wilson, a white police officer, killed Michael Brown, a black
teenager, because Wilson said Brown’s physique was monstrous and the officer was afraid for his
life. In reality, Wilson and Brown body-builds were the same. Thus, linguistic interpretations of
the white listening subjects and racialized interpretations of the perceiving white subjects are
mutually constituted. In essence, according to Rosa and Flores, this is an overdetermination, a
philosophical position that helps one make sense of the ways particular identities are made or
assumed to exist in advance of any specific person associated with those identities. Thus, the
overdetermination “of spoken language practices through raciolinguistic ideologies is tied to the
overdetermination of various non- spoken and nonlinguistic signs associated with racialized
subjects, including literacy practices, physical features, bodily comportment, and sartorial style”
(Rosa and Flores, 2017, p. 629).
This overdetermination is tied to the wider range of semiotic forms of how language and
race are regimented into categories. Enregisterment (Agha, 2005) then becomes a weapon as
deficient views of linguistic practices are mapped onto marginalized populations. We need to
ask, “how and why particular linguistic forms are construed as emblems of particular racial
categories and vice versa, in what historical, political, and economic contexts, and with what
institutional and interpersonal consequences” (Rosa and Flores, 2017, p. 634).
How do we contest the co-naturalization of language and race and fight white supremacy? Rosa
and Flores (2017) argue that we must relocate the origin of race in colonialism and not in bodies.
Thus, Rosa and Flores draw from Saucier and Woods’ position on race and racial formation,
moving away from treating race as a category. By relocating race in coloniality, Rosa and Flores
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direct their attention to the abolition of structures of colonialism and capitalism that sustain
raciolinguistic ideologies and white supremacy.
Using Flores and Rosa (2015, 2017) work on raciolinguistic ideologies and raciolinguistic
perspectives, we can see how language and race are co-constructed and co-naturalized in the
United States in a Latinx context. The following section will look at the work of scholars who
focus on examining the co-construction and co-naturalization of Asian American language
practices and how they negotiate ideologies of race and language.
Language and the racialization of Southeast Asian youth
The term Asian Pacific Islander American, used, for example, by the U.S. census, is
fraught with tension. It is a double-edged sword; on the one hand it unifies Asian Americans
against racism and exclusions, and on the other, it erases the dynamic and diverse experience of
Asian Americans. The term is a category that is being imposed on a very diverse group of people
who have different language practices and socioeconomic backgrounds. The category Asian
Pacific Islander American consists of people from Japan, Korea, China, India, Pakistan,
Singapore, Malaysia, Burma, Indonesia, Cambodia, Thailand, Lao, Vietnam, Hawaii, and also the
islands in the Pacific Ocean. These terms essentialize and erase the dynamic lived experiences of
Asian Americans. According to Lisa Lowe (1996),
While Asian American cultural identity emerges in the context of the racialized exclusion
of Asian immigrants from enfranchisement in the political and cultural spheres of the
United States, important contradictions exist between an exclusively Asian American
cultural nationalist construction of identity and the material heterogeneity of the Asian
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American constituency, particularly class, gender, and national-origin differences among
peoples of Asian descent in the United States. (p. 38)
There is no unifying language for Asian Pacific Americans, Asian American English has
never been claimed by those who fall under the Asian Pacific American category. However, the
language practices of African Americans and Latinx in the U.S. are often mapped onto Asian
Americans. For example, in her examination of two Laotian American teenagers at a high school
in the Bay Area of California, Bucholtz (2009) describes how they position themselves in relation
to the dichotomy of racial stereotypes that are mapped onto them, one being the “model minority”
and one being the “gangster.” Bucholtz (2009) argues that the two Southeast Asian refugee girls
use local and other semiotic resources to resist these binary racializing stereotypes that are
imposed on them and carve out a space that is in between these two binaries.
A problematic and oppressive racial ideology permeates throughout school regarding
language and race. The students who speak with features of what is considered the language
practices of Black Americans are associated with being in a gang; and the students who speak a
more “Standard American English” are considered to be nerdy and white. Even though the racial
demographic of high school is diverse, this racial ideology is mapped onto students regardless of
their racial background.
The language practices of the two Laotian girls in Bucholtz (2009) study, Nikki and Ada,
are positioned within this racial binary. Nikki’s language practice is racialized as having features
of what is considered the language practices of African Americans and Ada’s language practice
is racialized as nerdy. However, according to Bucholtz (2009) when examining Ada and Nikki’s
linguistic practices closely there are nuances. Nikki appropriated elements of African American
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English, but when Bucholtz examined closely, Nikki’s speech included elements that Bucholtz
considered those of a “non-native” speaker. The same is said to be for Ada whose linguistic
practice was more of “Standard English,” but has “non-native” elements. Nikki and Ada’s
speech styles refuted some of the stereotypes that are directed at the Laotian American
community. According to Bucholtz (2009), the speech styles of Nikki and Ada “aligned and
disaligned simultaneously engaged and negotiated the ethnic stereotypes imposed on Asian
Americans” (p. 37).
The racial discourse in the United States racializes Asian Americans as others or
foreigners. It is not unusual for Asian Americans to appropriate features of what is considered
African. American English in order to fight stereotypes. However, consciously or unconsciously,
Asian Americans can reproduce and solidify racist imageries and stereotypes of African
Americans. For example, the emasculation of Asian American men is prevalent in mainstream
American society. Some Asian American men turn to hip hop to contest this emasculation.
Elaine Chun (2013) tackles this issue head on in her study of Kevin Wu, a Chinese
American male YouTube star who appropriates black culture for his fame, and simultaneously
reproduces anti-Blackness ideologies in regard to race, gender, and language. According to Chun
(2013) there are two racialized styles of masculinity in popular US culture. The first one being the
gangster cool style that is connected to Black American culture and working-class gang style.
Chun refers to the second one as the “ironic masculine cool.” Ironic masculine cool is a theatrical
performance of masculinity done by the person inspiring to have that masculinity. It is not
authentic, “the ironic speaker gestures toward ‘shared aspirations’ with the figure he embodies,
yet also marks the performance precisely as performance rather than as authentic selfpresentation” (Chun, 2013, p. 594).
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In Chun’s examination of Wu’s YouTube performance, there are two moments in which
Wu enacts linguistic blackness. One moment is when Wu labels his performance as black and the
other is when he “invokes blackness through the use of semiotic markers stereotypically
associated with a racialized hypermasculinity” (Chun, 2013, p. 593). In these two moments, Wu
does not challenge gender stereotypes about blackness that he embodies and performs. Wu
benefits through the appropriation of black culture and language, which are stigmatized if
performed by black bodies. Wu doesn’t suffer the daily experiences with discrimination because
his body is not policed unlike Black bodies, which are always marked.
However, unlike Kevin Wu’s appropriation of black culture and linguistic styles for his
fame, Southeast Asian refugee youth in Philadelphia adopt African American linguistic styles and
culture as a way of survival and to mark their identity trajectory, moving from newly arrived
refugees to urban minorities. Angela Reyes (2007) in her ethnographic study of Southeast Asian
refugee youth in Philadelphia at a non-profit Asian American art organization called the Asian
Arts Initiative sought to connect theories of language, race, and identity to the lived experience of
these youth. Reyes does this by exploring multiple ways in which Southeast Asian youth used
stereotypes as resources to construct their identities.
Reyes (2007) begins with an overview of how Asian Americans are being racialized in the
United States. Just like race, stereotypes are situated in political and historical processes. Reyes
focuses on three salient stereotypes of Asian Americans:
1. The forever foreigner, which views Asian Americans as not belonging to the United
States.
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2. The honorary white status, which portrays Asian Americans as the model minority and
having access to whiteness.
3. The problem minority, which position Southeast Asian Americans as criminals.
Reyes then explores the negotiation of Southeast youth in responding to the forever
foreigner stereotypes, particularly the stereotypes of Asian newcomer speech in constructing their
identities. Southeast Asian youth called this type of speech F.O.B (Fresh off the Boat), whereas in
the research literature it is called Mock Asian (Chun, 2004). According to Reyes (2007), the
function of Mock Asian is “to help maintain the forever foreigner stereotype of Asian Americans
by promoting an ideological link between a category of persons (Asian Americans) and a
category of speech (nonnative English)” (p.39). By analyzing the Southeast Asian youth’s
commentaries on popular films which star Asian American actors, Reyes finds that some
Southeast Asian youth reject the label F.O.B because they fear being labeled as foreigners, some
embrace it as acknowledgment of the experiences of their refugee parents, and some critique
white supremacy for perpetuating the forever foreigner stereotype of Asian Americans. The
Southeast Asian youth rejected, accepted, and critiqued the label F.O.B by constructing “two
indexically differentiated groups of Asian Americans—third person (“Asian people,” “they,” etc.)
and first person (“us,” “I,” etc.)—and set them in opposition to a separate discursively constituted
group—third person (“they,” “the man,” etc.)—who were characterized as controlling how Asian
Americans are represented” (Reyes, 2007, p. 61).
Angela Reyes shows that the Southeast Asian refugee youth were not assimilating to
White American culture including their linguistic practices, but to African American culture and
linguistic practices. This is not a surprise as the Southeast Asian refugees came from lower socio-
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economic backgrounds, and settled in poor urban areas across the United States. Reyes notices
that the teens participating in the video-making project at the Asian Arts Initiative wore clothing,
hairstyles, and accessories that are associated with African American youth. Many of the males
did breakdancing, rapping, and graffiti art. The Southeast Asian teens also adopted linguistic
features that are linked to African Americans. However, Reyes also finds that the teens
appropriated African American slang to construct their identities. Reyes finds that the Southeast
Asian teens used African American slang to mark their participation in urban youth subcultures,
racializing African Americans, and building solidarity between the two groups through a close
analysis of the slang and particularly of the metapragmatic discussion in which the teens engaged.
Besides focusing on the adaptation and appropriation of African American culture and
linguistic practices, Reyes also focuses on how the Southeast Asian teens used stereotypes of
Asian Americans to build a pan-ethnic community, resist oppressive ideologies, and form
meaningful relationships with their peers. Reyes (2004) claims,
whether teens used stereotypes to resist others and homogenizing representations of Asian
Americans or to celebrate a panethnic identity together in opposition to others, the teens
revealed how stereotypes were resources with which to identify and construct oneself,
others, and connections between individuals and groups. What seemed to be occurring
was the production of an Asian American panethnicity that was licensed to legitimately
claim multiple ethnic and cultural elements in its heterogeneous formation. ( p. 189)
However, the Southeast Asian teens resisted being lumped into this pan Asian American
category. The Southeast Asian teens felt that their experiences were different from the
experiences of East Asian Americans (Chinese, Japanese, and Korean). According to the teens,
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East Asian Americans aligned themselves more with white America than they did. The Southeast
Asian teens were mostly foreign born, came from lower socio- economic background, and were
forced to immigrate to the United States because of wars in their home countries. The teens also
felt the erasure of their experiences when they were put under the Asian American umbrella. The
youth felt that mainstream America does not know about them. They felt invisible. One of the
Southeast teens said, “there is a Chinatown, but there aren't any Cambodian or Laotian towns.”
The teens wanted to change this perception. They wanted to be visible. The youth’s agenda for
joining the video-making project and the youth arts workshop at the Asian Arts Initiative was to
be recognized by white America and mainstream media (Reyes, 2007).
In the final sections of this chapter, I will discuss the theoretical framework that I
foreground for the collaborative project with Vietnamese American youth. The collaborative
project draws from my elaboration of trauma theory. I will begin by synthesizing how trauma has
cut across my lived experience and scholarly work in the field of language. and education.

To Bear Witness
As I said in Chapter 1, in 1992, my family moved from San Jose to Philadelphia. We
shared a two-bedroom- apartment in South Philadelphia. My brother and my sister shared the
bedroom next to the kitchen and my parents and I shared the other bedroom. Some nights, I
woke up from the loud thunderous scream of my father and his body trembling. I asked my
mother “Ba có gì không me?” She replied, “He is okay, go back to sleep, ngủ đi con.” I did not
bother to ask my father as we did not communicate.
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At the moment, at the age of seven, I hated my life. I only wanted my own room and
my father to tuck me to sleep and kiss me goodnight. Instead, I had to share a bedroom with
my parents and my father waking me up at night. Now, I realized that my father was suffering
from post-traumatic stress disorder. As I said, my father fought in the Vietnam War (American
War) and was imprisoned for eight years when the war ended. My father never spoke much
about his experience and the terror he endured during the war. My father did not seek
professional help to deal with his trauma. Instead, alcohol became his medicine. Alcohol
played the role of a psychiatrist, therapist, friend, and doctor. Heineken was his favorite beer.
There were always several cases of Heineken in the corner of our kitchen on the weekends. My
father and his friends consumed them all during the weekend.
Some adults look forward to the weekend. As a child, I hated the weekends. The
weekend brought fights between my parents. The constant yelling and screaming. The beating I
endured. The tears running down my cheeks as I bore witness to my father’s rage, anger, hurt,
pain, and guilt.
My father was not alone. In a study that was conducted on 100 American war veterans,
Anna Haas and Herbert Hendin (2015) found that 85 of the veterans developed serious drug
and alcohol problems. A national study on American Vietnam War veterans found that 75% of
men depended on alcohol after their return to civilian life. The men consumed alcohol to cope
with insomnia, nightmares, and anger (Herman, 2015).
The guilt comes and goes as I think of my father reliving his traumatized experience
through the nightmares at night, or the shaking and then the sudden paralysis when he heard
gunshots outside of our South Philadelphia home. Like many Southeast Asian refugees, we
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escaped one warzone in our home country and entered another warzone across urban areas of
the United States. Unlike my father’s warzone, which was the jungle of Vietnam, my warzone
was on the streets of South Philadelphia. It was on the streets of South Philadelphia, in which I
first heard of the Blood and Crips gangs. On the streets of South Philadelphia was where I
broke my left arm, after being chased by one of the gang members. It was where I had a gun
pointed at my face as I handed over one dollar to the stranger. On the streets of South
Philadelphia was where I became paralyzed when one of the boys called me “faggot.” I stood
still and did not know how to react. I was in a trance state, the word “faggot” was more painful
than my father’s beating. The word put me into a trance state filled with numbness. It is known
that people who suffer from trauma enter this state to reduce their perception of pain (Herman,
2015).
In the following paragraphs, I will relocate trauma (Herman, 2015) from the individual
experience to a broader political framework to tie trauma to the social, political, and
institutional context. I call this transtrauma, that is, to go beyond viewing the trauma that
marginalized youth experience at the individual level, but rather, to view it at the political and
institutional level that is passed down from one generation to the next, and how systems of
domination shape the trauma that marginalizes minoritized groups. Finally, I will look at
literature on trauma of refugees and how this relates to the experience of Vietnamese
Americans.

Trauma: Going Beyond the Individual experience
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Judith Herman’s (2015) work on trauma is hailed as groundbreaking. She is one of the
few clinicians who linked her work on trauma with the social and political context. Herman
argues that there needs to be personal and political media to protect and affirm the victims who
suffer from trauma. A personal space needs to be created, in which the victim builds
relationships with friends, lovers, and family. But also important is the necessary political
movements that are created by society to empower the disempowered. Herman (2015) further
states:
The systematic study of psychological trauma therefore depends on the support of a
political movement. Indeed, whether such study can be pursued or discussed in public is
itself a political question. The study of war trauma becomes legitimate only in a context
that challenges the sacrifice of young men in war. The study of trauma in sexual and
domestic life becomes legitimate only in a context that challenges the subordination of
women and children. Advances in the field occur only when they are supported by a
political movement powerful enough to legitimate an alliance between investigators and
patients and to counteract the ordinary social processes of silencing and denial. In the
absence of strong political movements for human rights, the active process of bearing
witness inevitably gives way to the active process of forgetting. Repression, dissociation,
and denial are phenomena of social as well as individual consciousness. (p.9)

Herman turns to history to solidify her argument that political movements drive the
interest in the study of trauma. The study of trauma began with the study of hysteria growing
out of the republican, anticlerical political movement in the late 19th century in France. At that
time most of the doctors believed hysteria was a disease that was only associated with women,
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hence the name hysteria. It was considered a “dirty” disease and physicians refused to study it.
However, it was not until notable neurologists Sigmund Freud and Jean-Martin Charcot began
to study hysteria that the public perception shifted. Charcot and Freud recognized that hysteria
was a condition caused by psychological trauma. Herman (2015) says: “Unbearable emotional
reactions to traumatic events produced an altered state of consciousness, which in turn induced
the hysterical symptom (p. 12). However, by the turn of the 20th century, women were daring
to advocate for their rights. It was problematic for enlightened men to pose as the champions of
women’s rights. Thus, the study of hysteria slowly dwindled.
The study of trauma picked up again after World War I and intensified after the
Vietnam War (American War). This was the result of the anti-war movement. After World
War I, psychological trauma caught the attention of the public again as men came back from
the war and began to act like “hysterical women.” The men “screamed and wept
uncontrollably. They froze and could not move. They became mute and unresponsive. They
lost their memory and their capacity to feel” (Herman, 2015 p. 20). At first, these symptoms
exhibited by the men were attributed to physical abuse. Charles Myers, a British psychologist
who examined some of the first cases in combat veterans believed that the veterans’ symptoms
were attributed to constant exploding shells. Gradually, military psychiatrists recognized that
the symptoms these veterans had were a result of psychological trauma. However, these
veterans were shamed and considered weak for developing these symptoms. Lewis Yealland, a
British psychiatrist, suggested that the treatment plan for veterans with psychological trauma
should be based on punishment, threats, and shaming.
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However, after World War II, the perception surrounding veterans who developed
psychological trauma changed. American psychiatrists, J.W. Apple and G.W. Beebe stated
that even the most mentally and physically strong men in combat developed psychological
trauma after 200-240 days in combat. Along with other American psychiatrists, they developed
a treatment plan for veterans. They argued that the bond between soldiers was very important.
Thus, the treatment plan for veterans revolved around limiting the separation between
comrades..
At the height of the Vietnam War (American War), the interest in the study of
psychological trauma in war veterans picked up again. This time the study was more
systematic and on a larger scale. The push for the study of psychological trauma did not come
from the public or the medical community, but the soldiers themselves. The push for the study
of psychological trauma coincided with the anti-war movement. Some American veterans who
fought in Vietnam came back to the United States and became antiwar activists. They formed
an organization called Vietnam Veterans Against the War. These American veterans wanted to
expose the war system and the false justification for the war in Vietnam.
The American Vietnam War veteran formed support groups called “rap groups.” The
purpose of the rap groups was to help American Vietnam veterans build community and share
their stories (This group did not include Vietnamese veterans living in the United States). As a
result of pressure from the American Vietnam veterans, the Veterans’ Administration was
forced to develop a psychological treatment program called Operation Outreach. After the
Vietnam War (American War) ended, the Vietnam Veterans Administration commissioned
studies researching the impact of the war on returning American Vietnam veterans. Thus, this
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led to the American Psychiatric Association including post-traumatic stress disorder in the
official manual of mental disorders in 1980 (Herman, 2015). Through the work of Judith
Herman (2015), trauma was relocated from the individual experience to the institutional,
social, and political framework. In the next paragraphs, I will examine trauma and how it can
be passed down from one generation to the next.

Intergenerational Trauma: How trauma is inherited
The study on intergenerational trauma is also situated in historical and political
contexts. The origin of intergenerational trauma stemmed from the study of Holocaust
survivors. In a crucial study, Rakoff (1966) found that the children of Holocaust survivors
displayed signs of trauma. In the initial report, Rakoff noted the Holocaust survivors didn’t
develop any psychological trauma, but their children did. It was more believable that the
children suffered directly from the horror of the Holocaust and not the parents (Yehuda &
Lehrner, 2018).
The study on intergenerational trauma conducted by Rakoff set the foundation for
future studies. Beginning in the 1970s and continuing into the 1980s there were hundreds of
studies on the intergenerational trauma of Holocaust survivors. The studies found that children
of Holocaust survivors had the following symptoms: “feelings of over‐identification and fused
identity with parents, impaired self‐esteem stemming from minimization of offspring's own life
experiences in comparison to the parental trauma, tendency towards catastrophizing, worry that
parental traumas would be repeated, and behavioral disturbances such as experiencing anxiety,
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traumatic nightmares, dysphoria, guilt, hypervigilance and difficulties in interpersonal
functioning” (Yehuda & Lehrner, 2018, p. 244).
Rachel Yehuda, a professor of psychiatry and neuroscience at the Icahn School of
Medicine at Mount Sinai Hospital found that American Vietnam veterans had similar traumatic
symptoms as Holocaust survivors (Baack, 2016). The study on intergenerational trauma
expanded to the children of American Vietnam veterans. Ancharoff, Munroe, Fisher (1998)
also found that the children of American Vietnam veterans developed similar symptoms to
those of the children of Holocaust survivors.
Gita Arian Baack (2016) goes beyond the Holocaust in her study of intergenerational
trauma to include a community that has suffered from marginalization based on race, gender,
sexual orientation, ethnicity, and religious prejudices. Baack (2016) calls the survivors the
Inheritors. The inheritors of trauma “can be defined as the generations of people who,
consciously or unconsciously, have thoughts and feelings about devastating events that
happened when they were very young or before they were born, or that may even go back to
earlier generations” (Baack, 2016, p. 3). The inheritors are descendants of individuals who “are
directly and indirectly affected by war, armed conflict, and terrorist attacks.” According to
Baack (2016) the inheritors “include descendants of the European Jewish Holocaust and
Genocide and other genocides including those in Armenia, Rwanda and Burundi, Cambodia,
Nanking, Croatia, Africa, India, Pakistan, Vietnam, Korea” (p.4).
Baack (2016) argues that memory serves as a tool for survivors to construct their story
and in essence heal them. According to Baack (2016) “there are forms of memory that can help
us to reconstruct our story or that give us closure about the unknowns in our story” (p.41).
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These include inherited memory, memory as family stories, silent memory, and diasporic
memory. Inherited memory refers to survivors carrying memory from one generation to the
next. Baack declares (2016) “we don’t know what we don’t know and what we don’t know that
we don’t know… that there is knowledge and information that is neither external nor scientific,
but that we hold within our bodies and minds in ways that are not easily accessible” (p.41).
Baack gives an example of her own experience of knowing how her half-sister died during the
Holocaust. Nobody in the family knows how Baack’s sister died in the Holocaust, but she
knows that her sister was shot in the back.
Memory as family stories is a form of memory that survivors create from stories that are
told to them by their family and friends about themselves. Baack sees this kind of memory as
valid even though neuroscientists view it as false memory.
Then there is silent memory, a term that was coined by Dr. Carol Kidron in regard to
her study of Cambodian genocide survivors. The memory of trauma is always present in
survivors. It remains silent and dormant.
Finally, there is diasporic memory, which usually belongs to refugees who lost their
homelands. All they have is a post-war memory. It is the memory of their homeland that unites
them in a foreign land. Quynh- Tram, a Vietnamese refugee links diasporic memory to the
haunting from loss and historical trauma. She says;
Like other displaced groups in the world, the Vietnamese have been forced to face loss of
a lifeworld and other related necessities to nourish their communal soul in exile. The
post-war memory is all that remains, collective in spirit but fragmented in sight.
Vietnamese post- war memory engages with the past/present relations. Being a lived
history rather than “true” history, it is history but not time bound. In addition, it is central
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to debate on ‘the right to remember, the responsibility to recall,’ and the ‘sense of the
dangers involved in forgetting’ their history. It is manifested, modified, and invented
from the historical and subjugated knowledge, the difficult knowledge that haunts the
Vietnamese Americans of three generations who have experienced, both consciously and
unconsciously, colonial wounds and paradoxes of loss and creativity. (Baack, 2016 p. 54)

Trauma and the Vietnamese experience
Here I focus on one group of inheritors, the Vietnamese refugees who survived
American war crimes. The physiological trauma and mental health issues of Vietnamese
refugees have been studied by Birman & Tran (2008); Kim et al. (2019); Silove, Steel,
Bauman, Chey and McFarlane (2007); Mollica et al. (2008); and Vaage et al. (2011). However,
these studies are quantitative studies.
Birman & Tran (2008) examine factors such as acculturation, social support, and
history of trauma and how they affect the psychological distress of Vietnamese refugees pre
and post migration. Participants included 103 Vietnamese women and 108 Vietnamese men; 67
of the men had been in reeducation camps1 before arriving in the United States. They found
that Vietnamese refugees who were political prisoners suffered more from depression than
Vietnamese refugees who were not sent to reeducation camps. Also, pre-migration traumatic
experiences are highly correlated with anxiety in Vietnamese refugees.
In a comparative study, Silove et al. (2007) found that post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) made the largest contribution to the overall mental disorder of Vietnamese refugees

When the Vietnam War ended in April 30, 1975, the Communist Party set up reeducation camps (trại
cải tạo) to reeducate Vietnamese who fought alongside the Americans. It is estimated that 300,000
Vietnamese were sent to reeducation camps across Vietnam, where they were tortured and killed. My
father was sent to one in Northern Vietnam for eight years.
1
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living in Australia compared to non-refugees living in Australia. Mollica et al. (2008) in their
comparative study of Vietnamese refugee men who were sent to reeducation camps after the
war ended versus a comparison group, found that the Vietnamese political prisoners had higher
rates of PTSD compared to the comparison group (90% vs. 79%). Vaage et al. (2011) in their
longitudinal study examine how trauma is carried across generations of Vietnamese refugees in
Norway. The Vietnamese refugees were rescued in the South China Sea by a Norwegian vessel
and brought to Norway in 1983. The team first collected data of the Vietnamese refugees when
they entered Norway in 1983. In 1985, Vaage et al. (2011) followed up with the Vietnamese
refugees. Then 23 years later, they conducted another follow- up study on the refugees and
their children. The Vietnamese were given questionnaires and interviewed. Vaage et al. (2011)
found post-traumatic stress disorders in the fathers that presented a risk for their children.
It is interesting that a chunk of research on psychological trauma and mental health issues on
Vietnamese refugees comes out of Europe and Australia and not the United States. The United
States has the highest number of Vietnamese compared to Europe and Australia.
The studies cited above are quantitative studies and lack the voices and lived
experience of Vietnamese refugees. I argue here that the United States has silenced the
Vietnamese people and their perspectives in order to control the Vietnam War (American War)
narrative. If the United States loses control of this narrative, the world would know the pain
and suffering that Vietnamese people endured and continue to endure as a result of the United
States’ aggression. The scholarship produced in the United States is about forgetting the lives
of the Vietnamese people. As a result, these quantitative studies on trauma just have one
purpose and it is to find the correlation between trauma and Vietnamese refugees. By not
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allowing the Vietnamese people to remember and tell their stories, “it enables the United States
to recast its aggressive military strategy as a benevolent intervention” (Espiritu, 2014, p.18).
Thus, the narrative fits into a white man’s burden/savior complex. The United States
entered Vietnam to save the southern Vietnamese people from their evil northern siblings.
However, the United States failed to “save” the southern Vietnamese people from Communism
and caused them to flee their quê hương (homeland). The southern Vietnamese people with
nowhere else to go sought the United States for refuge. Thus, the Vietnamese people are
forever indebted to the United States. This narrative has been so ingrained in Vietnamese
Americans that they call this the “gift of freedom.”

Transtrauma: Going beyond the nation states’ definition of trauma
Institutions and nation states play a major role in shaping and defining the trauma of
marginalized communities. They are mutually constituted. It is not just trauma or
intergenerational trauma. I’m calling what Vietnamese Americans experience, transtrauma. I
am using the prefix trans- as in the word “transcend” –– to go beyond. I view transtrauma as
going beyond simply the individual, but looking at how structures of domination such as
institutions play a role in inflicting trauma on marginalized communities. This transtrauma
goes not only beyond an individual to encompass social structures, but also goes beyond
generations, lasting from one generation to the next. In the case of the Vietnamese diaspora
living in the United States, it began when the United States troops first set foot on the sandy
beach of Đà Nẵng in 1958 in a form of military advisory to the Republic of Vietnam (McLeod
& Nguyen 2001).
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In August 1964 as part of American surveillance in Southeast Asia, a United States
destroyer, the Maddox, was ordered to sail to the Gulf of Tonkin to patrol the area from the
coast of Japan. The United States claimed that North Vietnamese patrol boats hit the Maddox.
Congress then passed The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, which gave the president the power to
use any means necessary to defend the United States. Later, it was proven that this incident
never happened. The northern Vietnamese patrol boats did not attack the U.S. destroyer.
President Johnson ordered the United States military to bomb Vietnam in 1964. By 1966, an
average of 300 bombers a day flew over Vietnam destroying roads, railroads, bridges, and
villages of Vietnam. By 1972, the bombing raids had paralyzed Vietnam. During the course of
the war, the United States dropped more than 5 million ton of bombs across Vietnam. The
United States dropped more bombs on Vietnam than World War I and World War II combined
(Chan, 2006).
In addition to dropping more than 5 million ton of bombs on Vietnam, the United States
also committed a plethora of atrocities and sprayed more than 19 million gallons of chemical
herbicides on Vietnamese soil. Among the many atrocities committed in Vietnam, one of them
was the Mỹ Lai massacre, in which United States soldiers murdered more than 300 women,
children, and the elderly. In 1968, in a small village in central Vietnam, a group of American
soldiers entered the village looking for Việt Cộng. The soldiers did not find any Việt Cộng and
began shooting at the villagers. The mothers who tried to shield their children were shot. The
children who tried to run were shot. The huts were set on fire. The young women who tried to
escape the huts that had been set on fire were raped and then shot (Powell, 2019).
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During the course of the Vietnam War (American War), the United States sprayed more
than 19 million gallons of chemical herbicides on Vietnamese soil, these included Agent
Orange, Agent White, Agent Blue. The purpose of the chemical herbicides was to defoliate the
jungles of Vietnam so that communist forces could not use them as hideouts. The United States
government knew that the chemical herbicides caused serious health problems. In March
1948, at the Dow Chemical Companies, which produced the chemical herbicides, workers
complained of skin rashes. However, despite the health hazard, the United States did not stop
spraying these chemical herbicides on Vietnam until 1972. The American Association for the
Advancement of Science found that Vietnamese babies born with birth defects were caused by
Agent Orange (Le, 2017).
Today, the Vietnamese people and their environment are still suffering from Agent
Orange. In certain regions of Vietnam, the soil is contaminated so severely that people are
unable to cultivate their land. Areas of Vietnam with high levels of dioxin have more babies
born with many deformities.
What many Vietnamese youth are experiencing is transtrauma. It is not an individual
condition; it is a condition produced by war, atrocities, rape, murder, Agent Orange. But it is
also obvious that the trauma inflicted on the Vietnamese people by the United States is carried
across generations; it is a transtrauma.
The transtrauma, which Vietnamese experience, extends beyond the borders of Vietnam
and to the land of the United States, their new home. The United States refused to acknowledge
the role it plays in the continuing suffering of the Vietnamese people. I describe below how a
Vietnamese student who enrolled at South Philadelphia High School experienced transtrauma.
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A case study: South Philadelphia High School
Philadelphia with a population of 34,000 Vietnamese Americans has no bilingual
program to serve the needs of Vietnamese bilingual students. South Philadelphia High School
adopted an ESL pull-out program for its emergent bilingual population. The second floor of the
high school housed the “English as a Second Language (ESL) program.” Each day the students
at South Philadelphia High School spent three hours on the second-floor learning English.
Emergent bilingual students who just arrived from Vietnam spent most of their days on the
second floor of the high school (Le, 2017).
A student we will call Thuy came to the United States from Vietnam at the age of 14 and
settled in a poor neighborhood of South Philadelphia. Thuy narrates: “My grandparents
immigrated to the United States in 1992. . . . They lived here for about ten years. When
they sponsored us, that is when we came here” (Le, personal communication May, 18,
2017).
Thuy’s parents worked in a factory in Philadelphia. Later, with the help of a family
member, her mom became a nail technician and worked at a nail salon. Thuy entered 9th grade at
South Philadelphia School with no prior experience of an American education. She reflects on
her experiences at South Philadelphia High School:
The ESL [English as a Second Language] was on the second floor. At the time, I liked it
because it was slowing down so that we were able to learn without having the pressure of
not knowing anything. I think they constantly assess us, and I wasn’t allowed to speak
Vietnamese with my friends while I was on the second floor. It is English only (Le, personal
communication May, 18, 2017).
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Thuy and her peers were isolated at South Philadelphia High School. They did not
interact with other students that much. Thuy didn’t feel safe at the school. Some of the staff and
teachers did not care about the safety and learning environment of emergent bilingual students.
As a matter of fact, Thuy and her peers were often discriminated against because of the language
barrier. For example, the lunchroom staff refused to serve students lunch if they couldn’t name
the food:
The rudest thing that happened when I get lunch. . . My first two years, I only experienced
lunch with the ESL teachers. They were very respectful. If I go out to get lunch, and if I
order food and I just point because I don’t know what it is called— ‘Hmm’…they would
say, ‘Speak English only. Speak English!! Talk or you won’t get it. Again, this is not a
reflection of the entire staff. It was only one or two staff members. That resulted in
immigrant students only eating at certain lines—the sandwich line, the pizza line, blah blah.
Then we can only eat at one or two lines where the staff treated us nicely (Le, personal
communication May, 18, 2017).
At South Philadelphia High School, the staff dehumanized Vietnamese emergent
bilingual students and used their language as a weapon to deny them the right to eat. This was
not the only incident that showed the administrators and teachers’ lack of care for emergent
bilingual students. During Thuy’s first year at the high school, she was assaulted in the
lunchroom and reported the incident to her teacher. The teacher just told Thuy not to eat lunch in
the lunchroom. Thuy vividly detailed that account:
I remember one time; I got a milk carton thrown at me. Umm, the first year I was there. I
went up to report this to my teacher. She said, “What happened?” She listened to
everything. She was like, “Oh my god, you can eat in my room and don’t go down there
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again.” It is expected to happen. And that just shows…it is not like the teachers didn’t care.
She does care. She does react. But I feel like it is the whole school administration allowed
it to happen (Le, personal communication May, 18, 2017).
The administrators and teachers failed and betrayed students such as Thuy. They created a
hostile environment, which made it difficult for Thuy to learn. They also jeopardized her
personal safety. The teachers and staff were not trained to support students like Thuy. In fact,
they enacted violence toward her by denying her lunch for not knowing the name of the food in
English and not allowing her to use Vietnamese in the classroom.
The English only policy of ESL pull-out programs punishes students such as Thuy. It is
inherently racist in refusing to go beyond English to recognize the dynamic language practices of
minoritized students, the way they translanguage as they acquire new features and integrate them
into their existing repertoire. For example, Thuy pointed and gestured to get food, for she was
not allowed to use Vietnamese. But even that was not recognized as a way to communicate. It
sends a message to language minoritized students that they need to know the standard English
language to even communicate, without any of the multimodal resources and other
translanguaging practices that all bilingual students use in their daily lives. To not go hungry
during the lunch period Thuy was expected to speak English only. What Thuy experienced is
transtrauma, that is the structure of domination, which is the school system continuing to inflict
trauma on her.

There is not much scholarship on Vietnamese youth and especially on the trauma from
which they suffer. The emphasis on the individual is an attempt to recast the narrative on the
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Vietnam War (American War) and America’s involvement. Currently, there is no scholarship
on trauma, which centers Vietnamese voices. And few elder Vietnamese have even been
willing to narrate what they experienced. For example, growing up, my father never spoke
about his experience during the Vietnam War (American War). I will never fully know about
his experience in the military, being a political prisoner, and escaping Vietnam. I only know
bits and pieces of his life like shattered glasses. The only times that he engaged with me and
shared a bit of his own trauma was when he was drunk. My dissertation centers the voices of
Vietnamese youth to understand this concept of transtrauma –– beyond individuals and
generations.

Trauma của tôi (My own trauma)
As a kid, I was not like other boys, not “normal.” I liked playing with dolls. I knew I was
different from my friends. My parents could not afford to buy me toys regardless of whether the
toys were ascribed to a certain gender. I don’t remember exactly how I convinced my mother to
buy me a doll from the ValuePlus store two blocks from our South Philadelphia apartment. It
wasn’t a Ken Barbie doll; we couldn’t afford that. I was very happy with the doll and started
playing with it that evening. My father saw me playing with the doll and got livid. With a
Heineken on his left hand, he snatched the doll from me with his right hand. He smacked the doll
against my body very hard so that the head of the doll fell off its body and flew across the living
room. My father screamed, “Con trai không chơi búp bê” [Boys don’t play with dolls!] “phải
mạnh mẽ lên để chỉ huy 100,000 lính” [You need to be tough to command 100,000 soldiers like
me.] “Phải cứng rắn để sống sót khi bị tra tấn như ba” [You need to be tough to survive torture

64

like me.] “Không chơi búp bê; nó làm cho con yếu” [You don’t play with dolls; it makes you
weak.] “Tiếp tục chơi với búp bê, con sẽ gục ngã nếu kẻ thù cố trói con trên ghế và đánh vào
bụng và té nước vào mặt con” [Keep playing with dolls, you will break down if your enemy tries
to tie you in a chair and hit your stomach and splash your face with water.] My father continued
to hit my body with the mutilated doll. The tears rolled down my cheeks. I didn’t know which
was more painful, the beating or my father’s words. Each red mark on my body was my father’s
story; a story filled with pain, sorrow, anger, and resilience.
It is common for people who have post-traumatic stress disorder to rarely want to talk
about their experience. According to Baack (2016) survivors do not want to talk about their
trauma because they want to forget about the pain and suffering. A veteran of Afghanistan
whose father was a veteran of World War II explains his father not speaking,
Dad told me he never wanted to talk about it. Growing up I always wondered: ‘why don’t
you want to about it? You’re a hero, you were overseas, you fought a war, you fought for
your country? Now I know why they didn’t speak because it was horrible and you want to
forget about it, and the more you talk about it, the more you remember. If you just stop
talking about it, maybe you’ll forget, and if you forget, maybe you’ll stop the nightmares.
(Baack, 2016, p. 79)

I was able to get to know some part of my father’s life, but that came with a great price. My
body was used as a bargain chip for him to talk about his experience and heal. My father
passed away in 2002 and he took his pain and suffering with him. I feel guilty for not
understanding his pain and suffering. I feel guilty for not being able to help him.
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The guilt carries with me throughout my life. It is like a ghost always following me,
sometimes I feel it and other times I don’t. I am not alone. Baack (2016) claims that the
inheritors of trauma have more guilt than the norm. When I am stressed, I go to a restaurant
and eat a nice meal. I feel guilty. I think to myself: my parents never had the luxury to destress. They couldn’t afford a nice meal at a restaurant. I will always carry this guilt with me. I
feel guilty that I am able to see a therapist to talk about my trauma. I feel guilty that I have the
luxury of studying for a PhD and being in academia to talk about my trauma, to tell my
experience and my family’s experience. I have the luxury to not remain silent.
I don’t want to remain silent anymore. That is why I am writing about trauma, to lift the
gag order so I can tell my story and reshape the narrative of Vietnamese in the United States.
Even if the world doesn’t want to listen, I write to tell my story. As Cherry Moraga says: “I
write to remember. I make rite (ceremony) to remember. It is my right to remember” (A
Xicana Codex of Changing Consciousness: Writings, 2000–2010).
I am not alone. There are many Vietnamese American youth in my situation. But their
transtrauma is not understood. Instead, they are given instructional programs like other
immigrant students. But their experience as Vietnamese Americans who continue to suffer the
transtrauma caused by the United States war in Vietnam is not recognized.
Summary of Chapter
This chapter captures the literatures on race, language, refugee, and the racialization of
Southeast Asian youth. By tracing the origin of race as a social construct and concluding that
race is a western ideology and concept, I relocate race/racism from individual bodies and to
institutions. Through Rosa and Flores (2017) I examine how race and language co-exist in a
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dialectical way. Reyes’ (2007) work on the othering of Southeast Asian American youth
provides a starting point on how to analyze the data collected from the collaborative workshops.
The theoretical lenses of transtrauma and translanguaging provides a skeleton for the workshops
with the Vietnamese American youth, which I will discuss in the next chapter.

Chapter 3: Methodology
Introduction
In 2000, sophomore year of high school, I was struggling in high school and did not
know who or where to turn for support. My Asian American Studies teacher introduced me to a
community arts organization, Asian Arts Initiative (AAI). AAI is an Asian American
community-based arts center that uses the arts to advance social justice. Through arts workshops
at AAI, I learned how the arts such as spoken word and theater performance were bridges that
connect people together, advance social justice issues, and heal from the trauma I carried.
As I describe in this chapter, the eight workshops conducted with the Vietnamese
American drew from my experience at the Asian Arts Initiative and were framed around the
theoretical frameworks of raciolinguistic ideologies and transtrauma, and leveraging
translanguaging as a way to access the youth´ stories. This chapter begins with the purpose of the
research and the research questions. I give an overview of the research design and my reasons for
calling it transmethodology. Then I discuss in detail the outline of the eight workshops which the
youth and I participated in to answer the research questions. The chapter explores the
collaborative thematic analyses of the data from the workshops that three of the youth and I
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conducted, as well as the narrative analyses that enabled me to tell the story of these youth. The
chapter concludes with the introduction of the youth, which is co- written with the three youth
that participated in the thematic analysis session (Mindy Pham, Sydney Nguyễn, and Linda
Tran). In introducing the youth, I present some of the data that we gathered during the first two
introductory sessions.

The purpose and research questions
The purpose of my research is to document, remember and reflect on the experience of
Vietnamese American youth. In doing this research with youth, I gave the youth not only more
understanding about Vietnamese history, and Vietnamese cultural and linguistic practices, but
also helped them develop understandings of their lives in the United States. To do this, during
the workshops, I encouraged the youth to use their entire semiotic meaning-making repertoire,
which included features of oral and written Vietnamese and English, as well as the arts,
including poems and visual representations. In doing so, I drew on their linguistic and cultural
experiences. The project attempted to answer two questions:

1.How do Vietnamese American youth view/narrate their lives and relationship to the past and
the present in the U.S. and in Vietnam and how are they constructing these narratives?
o How do they understand/narrate the experience of their parents
and grandparents in Vietnam?
o How do they understand/narrate the transition/move to the
U.S.?
o What does being Vietnamese American mean to them?
o How do they construct racial identity for themselves? How
have they been racialized in the U.S., and how have they racialized
others?
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o How does language/bilingualism, gender and class shape their
experience and identity?
o How have their experiences in U.S. schools shaped their
identity as Vietnamese Americans?

2. What do these narratives communicate about their transtrauma? In using the term transtrauma
I point to how systems of dominations play a role in inflicting trauma on marginalized
communities, and in this case, on Vietnamese Americans.

Research Design
In the foreword of Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Richard Shaull states, “there is no
such thing as a neutral educational process. Education either functions as an instrument that is
used to facilitate the integration of the younger generation into the logic of the present system
and bring about conformity to it or it becomes the ‘practice of freedom,’ the means by which
men and women deal critically and creatively with reality and discover how to participate in the
transformation of their world” (Freire, 1996 p. 16). Teaching is a political act. Translanguaging
is a political act (Flores, 2016). It follows then that research is a political act. For me research is
disruptive. I am disrupting the gag order that is preventing the Vietnamese American community
from speaking about our experiences.
In order to create a space, in which Vietnamese American youth can co-labor (García,
2020) and co-produce knowledge and disrupt the silence surrounding their lived experience in
the United States, I draw from different methodological traditions for this collaborative project. I
call this transmethodology, that is, going beyond one single methodology/ discipline and the
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boundaries that the academy deems as legitimate research. I choose to name my methods
transmethodology because it works at the intersection of many research traditions and it
leverages the youth´translanguaging so that they can narrate their transtrauma. Most importantly,
this methodology aims to transcend and disrupt the structures of traditional research methods,
much like decolonial, emancipatory, art-based research, collaborative inquiry, and Participatory
Action Research (PAR) do. This goes beyond renaming a theory of method; this work occurs at
the meeting point of many of these methodologies, my own lived experience and the lived
experiences of those who participate in my project.
I believe that researchers need to center the communities/participants that they are
working with. Thus, just like translanguaging, which centers the person, transmethodology
centers the participants/communities when conducting an inquiry. Transmethodology distances
itself from the traditional conventional methods that require researchers to state the validity,
limitation, and significance. The lived experience of the Vietnamese youth and the Vietnamese
community offer the “validity.” Transmethodology focuses on accountability and reflexivity.
The researchers must always reflect on their positionality and their role in the research project
and be accountable to the participants/communities that they are working with.
In their work on exploring the linguistic landscape with youth in the United Kingdom
through different creative arts methods, Bradley, Moore, Simpson, and Atkinson (2018) argue
for a transdisciplinary approach. There is a sense of anxiety in the air when it comes to research
not being grounded in one single discipline. Bradley et al. (2018) ask researchers to not anchor
their work in one single discipline. Working across disciplines can create a space that fosters
criticality and creativity.
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This research project with Vietnamese American youth in Philadelphia anchors itself on
more than one discipline, and encompasses arts-based research, participatory action research and
emancipatory approaches. I describe each of these below.
According to Patricia Leavy (2015), arts-based research draws from theatre
performance, literary writing, poetry, dance, music, film, and visual arts “to address social
questions in holistic and engaged ways in which theory and practice are intertwined” (Leavy,
2015 p. 4). Arts-based research practices rely on the same methodological tools as other
methods. It requires data generation, analysis, interpretation, and finding to answer the research
question(s).
Many may ask why I incorporate arts into my research project. I believe arts is a bridge
that connects researchers and participants. It breaks down the barriers and builds trust among the
researchers and participants. Arts affords us the space to be vulnerable and share our
feelings/emotions without the watchful eyes of the institution telling us how to behave as
researchers and participants. Arts-based research practices allow us to engage critically and
“expand the borders of our methods repository” (Leavy, 2015 p. 11). Many salient scholars
(Greene 1995, Anzaldúa 2007, Jessica, Moore, Simpson, Atkinson 2018; and Leavy 2015)
advocate for the use of arts in research. Also, many scientists, doctors, and psychologists have
increasingly turned to the arts as a form of healing.
Because I take on a translanguaging and transtrauma lens, my research project with the
Vietnamese American youth in Philadelphia relies on poetry, film, visual arts, and narratives to
answer the research questions. However, I want to answer the research questions with the youth.
I am also drawing from participatory action research for my project as my intention is to co-labor
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(García 2020) and co- produce knowledge with the Vietnamese American youth in Philadelphia
region.
A Participatory Action Research (PAR) approach seeks to disrupt hierarchical
relationships between the researchers and participants (Torre, 2009). It moves the relationship
from linear hierarchical to one in which the researcher and participants are constantly in dialogue
with each other. This allows for the whole research experience to be more democratic regarding
the methods, findings, and research question(s). Participatory Action Research (PAR) also seeks
to disrupt the production of knowledge. Whose voice are we prioritizing and legitimizing? At
times, the voices of the dominant groups/institutions are legitimized. Through collaboration,
PAR allows for the legitimation of marginalized communities' voices.
Furthermore, Participatory Action Research is not just a research method, but a stance to
call for the empowerment and liberation of marginalized communities. PAR collectives “create
new spaces whereby co-researchers enjoy new parts of themselves, and new forms of
relationships with each other, experiences that often run counter to traditional social hierarchies”
(Torre & Ayala, 2009, p.389). Michelle Fine (2019, 2016, 2012, 2010), Julio Cammarota (2008),
María Torre (2009), Jennifer Ayala (2009), Edwin Mayorga (2019), and Lara Alonso & Khanh
Le (2020) have taken up PAR as a stance in working with marginalized communities for their
liberation and emancipation. In calling for the empowerment of the Vietnamese American youth
I did not simply listen to their stories, but I included in my research design elements of making
them more critically conscious. My methodology shares aspects with what has become known as
Participatory Design Research (PDR) (Bang & Vossoughi, 2016). However, it goes beyond the
traditional framing of PDR because I am also an active participant in the research, and

72

throughout the chapters my voice is present, so that the students’ narratives are in relationship to
the texts, dialogues, video clips, etc., that I introduced.
Scholars such as Humphries, Mertens and Truman (2005) consider Art-based research
and Participatory Action Research to fall under the umbrella of emancipatory research. The
foundation of emancipatory research draws from Marxism, post- structuralism, humanistic,
psychology, feminism, and black thoughts. These theories' underlying argument is the critique of
power. Thus, researchers who take on emancipatory research as a stance are always examining
the power dynamic in their research projects. The researchers seek avenues to disrupt these
power dynamics. They are not conducting research on their participants, but with them. The
“with implies the use of interactive or dialogic methods, as opposed to the distancing and
objectifying strategies positivists are constrained to use” (Humpries, Mertens & Truman, 2005 p.
2). Researchers and participants always question the structure that makes up the institution and
find ways to break it. They always “begin with the structured relationships and then pursue
empirical inquiry in order in order to allow structural analysis” (Humpries, Mertens, &Truman,
2005 p. 5). It is important for researchers to be cognizant of the structural factors that lead to the
oppression of marginalized groups while conducting an inquiry.
Thus, researchers must focus on being accountable to the community that they are
working with. Often accountability and reflexivity are just mentioned in passing and are not at
the center of the research methodology. Transmethodology asks the researchers to shift this
dynamic and centers and uplifts the positionality and accountability in research inquiry. In the
next section, I turn my focus to the data collection method of this project in which I designed
eight workshops to answer the research questions.
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Data Collection - The workshops
The pandemic changed the ways I had planned to conduct the workshops with the
Vietnamese American youth. My intention was to conduct the workshops in person. However,
due to COVID- 19, I conducted all of the workshops over Zoom. I had to change some activities
such as eliminating theater performances in some of the workshop sessions. The workshops that
the youth and I participated only consisted of writing activities including poetry and other
narratives (such as writing letters to their mothers and future selves), drawing, and photography.
My conceptual framework on translanguaging informs the design of the workshops.
Translanguaging goes beyond the named language as a form of communication. Translanguaging
recognizes the arts such as theater performance, visual arts, and dance movements as languages.
The youth and I modified some of the activities for the workshops. For example, during the
“Coming to the U.S. and the Vietnam War” session, the youth and I decided to skip one writing
activity because it was too painful. We turned off our cameras and sat in silence for a few
minutes.
For this research project, I used the workshops as the starting point for data collection. I
reviewed pages of transcripts from the Zoom recordings. Artifacts such as visual arts, poetry,
narratives, and activities such as the fishbowl were generated as data. Below are the outlines of
the eight workshops:

Session 1 and Session 2 – Introductions
Getting to know the youth
________________________________
Overview

•

The youth

Session 3 – The Vietnam War and Coming to
the U.S.
____________________________________
_
Overview
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•
•

•

Life in the home – Family and
siblings
Community in the Philadelphia
metropolitan area

•

Parents/family remembrances/talk
about the Vietnam War
Their experience coming to the
United States.

Activity #1
Getting to know you
Each youth interviewed someone else and asked

Activity # 1
Viewing/Drawing/Walk Through

them what they would like to know about them in
order to introduce them.

I showed the youth a video clip of Vietgone
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BgzBd9Ivk9

Each youth then used that information to
introduce the youth they’ve interviewed. The
interviewee added information they want the
group to know.
Activity #2
The Lunch Bag Activity
I told the youth that we were having lunch and

0), a compelling story of a Vietnamese man who
lost his wife during the Vietnam War and his
journey to the United States. During his time in
the refugee camp, he fell in love with another
Vietnamese woman. It is a funny story about love,
loss, resilience, war, and passage to the United
States.

they could choose a brown lunch bag to take with

What are their first impressions?

them. Each brown lunch bag had a number. For

What questions do they have for each other?

each number in the brown lunch bag, each of the

The youth shared their thoughts on what their

youth had to tell one fact about themselves. (See

own writing meant.

Appendix I for the PowerPoint slide that was

Activity # 2

shown on Zoom)

A Timeline of the youth’s immigration experience

The youth created a timeline using a computer
software called visme.
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The youth then gathered back and shared their
timeline with the group. (See Appendix II for the
PowerPoint slide that showed using visme
software to create a timeline)

.

Session 4 -What does it mean to be Vietnamese
American?

Session 5 – Perceptions of their own racialization
and that of others
_____________________________________

Overview
●
Self-perceptions/self-identity
● the meanings of belonging (a
community or a heritage)?
Activity # 1
Bring in an artifact

Overview

•
•

The histories and struggles
between communities of color.
What social justice looks like to
the youth.

Activity # 1
Warm-up/ Discussion activity

The youth shared an artifact they brought with

I showed the youth a video clip of Richard Aoki

them over Zoom. Some of the youth chose

(https://www.npr.org/2012/10/03/161408561/did-

pictures of their families. Some brought in

man-who-armed-black-panthers-lead-two-lives)--

paintings.

the only Asian American Black Panther member.

Activity #2

I asked the youth whether, and if so how, they

I am Vietnamese activity/ Poetry & Writing

heard of Richard Aoki and discussed his role.
Activity # 2

The youth watched “Tôi Là Người Việt Nam”
Free write
performed by Bao Phi (Grand Slam Poet)
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(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HlSs4hRhDv

I randomly called out a word and the youth wrote

c).

one sentence that first came to their mind.

Then they discussed the poem.

Racism

The youth wrote questions to Bao Phi.

Black people

The youth wrote a poem about being Vietnamese

Discrimination

American. Ex: I am Vietnamese because…..

People of color

The youth shared their own poem.

Vietnamese

* Sentence starters were created for some of the

American

youth who were not comfortable/ familiar with

Hispanic or Latinx

poetry.

Identity
White Privilege

Activity #3

Activity #3

Fishbowl: How do others perceive you?

10 min writing prompt

The youth were divided into two groups. Group A
and Group B
Group A discussed how they thought others
perceived them and how they responded to these
perceptions.
Group B took notes and then asked Group A
questions.

Free write about ……..
A time when you felt that you were being
discriminated because of your race
A time when you discriminated against someone
because of their race
The youth shared their writing with the group.

They then reversed the process.

Session 6 -Language/Bilingualism
_____________________________________

Session 7- The construction of gender and
sexuality
____________________________________
_
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Overview

Overview

●
The youth and their language
practice
●
The youth view on bilingualism

● What is identity?
● What is belonging?

Activity #1
Warm up

Activity # 1

The youth discussed the picture that they brought

Poetry/Art Activity

in.

The youth read excerpt of Ocean Vuong’s book, a

The youth selected one picture and wrote a

queer Vietnamese American poet (see Appendix

paragraph about the picture that they had chosen

IV).

The youth shared the writing with the whole group The youth shared their favorite lines from the
poem.
Activity #2
Poetry writing and performance

Activity #2
Writing

The youth listened to a poem I wrote: “You bring

The youth wrote letters to their mothers.

out the bilingual in me” (a spoken word piece I
wrote/performed in honor of my mentor. See
Appendix III).
The youth reflected on the poem and
shared a time in which they felt ashamed
for the Vietnamese language or a time in
which they were made fun of because of
it.
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The youth wrote a poem about being
bilingual which could use English or
Vietnamese

Session 8 – Schooling
Overview
● Their education experience in the
Philadelphia metropolitan area
Activity # 1
Warm up /Reflection – Schooling

What were some fond memories?
What were some not so fond memories?
Activity #2
Turn and talk

The youth got into pairs and discussed:
An experience where you were discriminated
against because you are Vietnamese in
school?

An experience where you were helped and
encouraged because you were Vietnamese in
school?
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The eight workshops were designed to collaboratively generate data and answer the
research questions with the youth. In the next section, I will explain how I trained some of the
youth to analyze the preliminary data by finding common themes. Then I interpreted the data
through collaborative and narrative analyses.
Data Analysis
The foundation of my research project is working with Vietnamese American youth. It is
about co-laboring (García, 2020), co-learning (García & Li, 2014) and co-producing the project.
This project emphasizes the process as much as the outcome. In an effort to deeply understand
how Vietnamese American youth narrate their lives and understand their experience in the U.S.,
the interaction (gestures and emotions) between the youth and the way they language is
important in helping answer the research questions (Bradley, Moore, Simpson, and Atkinson,
2018). My research project encompasses writing activities including poetry and other narratives,
and also includes drawing and photography.
After the workshops ended, I invited youth who were interested to a session on how to
analyze data through thematic analysis. Mindy, Linda, and Sydney volunteered to attend the
session and help with the collaborative analysis. After the session, the youth and I collaboratively
reviewed the data and coded it and reflected on the meanings. The analysis of the data
thematically was done collaboratively. I then, used my conceptual framework as a guide in order
to conduct narrative analyses of the data.
Thematic Analysis
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I had an optional session at the end in which I taught the youth how to find common
themes in the data. Only three youth showed up for this session. I began the session by asking the
youth what are some of the stereotypes of Vietnamese Americans? I told the youth to use
adjectives only.
Figure 3.1 shows the PowerPoint slide of the data analysis training with the youth (Le,
2020)

The youth wrote down adjectives that are stereotypes of Vietnamese Americans. Some of the
youth wrote: good at math, F.O.B, white washed, shy, nerdy, short, submissive, quiet, blunt, and
extreme.

The youth then grouped the adjectives into categories. For example, these adjectives
yielded the categories of: good at school, not social or dominant, foreigner, white. I told the
youth that what they had done was a thematic analysis.
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Together the three youth and I reviewed the transcripts for some of the sessions and
found common themes from the sessions and grouped them. In so doing, I subscribed to the
principles of collaborative analysis that I describe next.
Collaborative Analysis

Collaborative analysis takes into account how the youth interpret their work (media,
collages, drawings, poems) and their peers’ work. This interpretation is always in constant
dialogue with the researchers. Wendy Lutrell (2020) describes this dialogical relationship
between the researchers and youth via the arts as “collaborative seeing.” Collaborative seeing is
guided by the following questions: “ Whose way of seeing is this? In what context? With what
degree of authority, power, and control? Toward what purpose? With what consequence?
(Lutrell, 2020 p. 9). According to Lutrell (2020), collaborative seeing is more than just looking
at images and analyzing them, it is carefully listening to the images, being attentive to them,
“being attuned to the frequencies of ‘affect and impact’ the images hold” (p. 9).
By constructing the analysis of the data in this way, I subscribe to Luttrell, Restler &
Fontaine (2012) work in positioning “youth as media producers and interpreters of each other’s
self-representations in dialogue with researchers as curious and interested viewers and analysts,...
advocating a need-to-know-more stance toward young people’s self and identity making through
video” (p.3).

After we went through the collaborative analysis of some of the data, I individually
analyzed the rest, following the principles of narrative analysis.
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Narrative Analysis

Narration is a form of human communication; individuals give accounts of their
experiences through written or spoken narratives. Narratives “are accounts of daily life, stories
that spring from the imagination, vignettes of daily life, news reports of events of public interest,
histories, gossip, and other oral and written accounts in past, present, and future time” (Daiute,
2014 p. 2). Oftentimes narratives are presented over time and space to share an experience or
idea. Narrating is about the interaction between characters and events. Narrating “is retrospective
meaning making — the shaping or ordering of past experience” (Chase, 2005 p. 214).
Because my research project asks the youth to narrate their parents’ and their experiences
living in Vietnam, immigrating, and settling in the United States as refugees, I analyzed the data
through a narrative lens. Narrative analysis afforded me the space to collaboratively analyze the
youth’s stories by putting all of the narratives together. By putting the narratives together, I was
able to pay attention to the voices in the narratives and see how they interacted with each other
and themselves.
According to Susan Chase (2005) there are five steps to narrative analysis: The first step
is to understand one’s own and others’ actions. The second step is to view narratives as verbal
action. When a person tells a story, they construct their experience and that shapes their reality.
The third step is to acknowledge that the stories are “both enabled and constrained by a range of
social resources and circumstances” (p. 214). The fourth step is to treat narratives “as socially
situated performances — as produced in this particular setting, for this particular audience, for
these particular purposes’ (p. 215). The final step is for the researchers to see themselves
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narrating the stories. Thus, the researchers must spend time reflecting on themselves and are in
constant dialogue with the narratives.
I choose narrative analyses because of their dialectical and collaborative approach to
analyzing data. The narrative analysis adopts Bakhtin’s (1981) theory on language as multivoices that are in constant dialogue with each other. As the reader will see, I choose to represent
youth narratives whole, without constant interruption of my voice as researcher. In that way, I
become part of the research and they become part of being researcher.
Collaborative analysis positions the youth to take initiative in their analyzing of the data
through the arts and their own narratives. These helped the youth and I to collaboratively answer
the research questions. I have spoken extensively about the youth. I will introduce them in the
next section of this chapter, which Sydney Nguyên, Mindy Pham, and Linda Tran co-wrote with
me.
Background of the youth (K. Le, S. Nguyen, M. Pham & L. Tran)

The youth who identify as Vietnamese Americans come from different walks of life.
Jeanna Hoang, Bá Ly, and Linda Tran live in Pennsauken, Southern New Jersey. Samantha Bui
and Sydney Nguyen are from Delaware County, Pennsylvania. Cindy Truong and Gabriella Vu
live in Philadelphia. Mindy Pham lives in Chicago, Illinois. All of the eight youth are currently in
high school. Jeanna, Linda, Samantha, Sydney, Cindy, Mindy, and Gabriella are second
generation Vietnamese Americans. They were born in the United States decades after the
Vietnam War (American War) ended. Bá Ly is a first generation American as he was born in
Vietnam and came to the United States at the age of 14. All of the youth are currently attending
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high school. Sydney Nguyen, Bá Ly, and Cindy Truong are seniors in high school. Samantha Bui
is a freshman. Linda Tran, Mindy Pham, and Jeanna Hoang are high school juniors.
For many, their reason for participating in the collaborative workshops was to find a
space where they could share their experience and learn more about their history. When I asked
them about their reasons for participating, Mindy Pham said, “I want to learn more because you
don't see us in school like that, oh, you can write about your background like you don't really get
that opportunity anywhere else.” Sydney Nguyen added, “ Yeah, I'm kinda like thinking the
same thing. Like I feel like I haven't really had the chance to talk to, like other people who were
kind of like me. I haven't really had the chance to like to talk about my feelings and experience”
(Le, Oct. 2020).
The main goals of the first two workshops with the youth were to build rapport, break the
ice, and get to know each other. I was worried that Zoom would be a barrier for the youth in
breaking the ice and making deep meaningful connections. I started the session with the youth
picking a seat at the virtual table. Even though all of the workshops were over Zoom, I wanted to
create a space that has some resemblance of an in person meeting.

Figure 3.2 shows the youths’ names and their preferred pronouns (Le, 2020)
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After the introduction, I began with a get to know me activity. I asked the youth to
formulate questions that would help them get to know each other. I didn’t want to formulate the
questions on behalf of the youth, but I wanted to make the activity more participatory and active.
Then I had put the youth in breakout rooms in pairs. The youth asked each other questions and
came back into the common room on Zoom. I shared the whiteboard screen over Zoom and the
youth wrote their questions.

Sydney’s Questions:

Jeanna’s Questions:

1.Favorite hobbies?

1. Where are you from?

2.Where are you from?

2. Are you north or south Vietnamese?

3. What classes do you take?
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4. What are your apsirations?

3. What kind of music do you listening?

5. What is your favorite hangout spot?

4. Do you play any sports?
5. What is your boba order?

Gabriella’s Questions:

Cindy’s Questions:

1.What is your favorite color?

1.Where are you from? Ridley

2.What subjects do you enjoy the most?

2.Do you play any instruments?

3.Any hobbies?

3.Can you speak fluent Vietnamese

4.Do you play any instruments? If so, what
instruments do you play?

4.What activities do you enjoy?

5.What is your favorite food?

5.To go drink order?

Sam’s Questions:

Ba’s Questions:

1.What grade are you in ?

1.Where are you from ?

2.Do you play any sports ?

2.What school do you attend?

3.Do you do any extracurriculars?

3.What is your fav hobby ?

4.Have you been to Vietnam?

4.Do you have any pets?

5.Where do you go to school?

5.What is your favorite song?

Mindy’s Questions:
1. What grade are you in?
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2. Do you have hobbies/ extra curriculars?
3. Favorite animals? Have any pets?
4. What’s your favorite food?
5. Favorite classes?

This moment was meant for the youth to get to know each other without my presence and
interruption. However, we played a game “bring a brown lunch bag to school,” which allowed all
of us the opportunity to get to know each other. I put up six different brown lunch bags on the
screen and asked each youth to choose one bag to take with them to school. Inside each brown
lunch bag, I assigned random numbers from 4-7. Each number corresponded to how many facts
the youth needed to tell the group.

From this activity, we learned that Bá likes dogs and video games. He lives with his
parents and sister in Pennsauken, New Jersey. When he was in Vietnam, he enjoyed playing
soccer. However, he doesn’t get to play soccer in Camden and misses playing it. Gabriella lives
with her parents and one younger sister and brother. She goes to Central High School of
Philadelphia. She loves her community because everyone supports each other even though her
neighborhood is not the safest.
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Linda Tran lives in Pennsauken, New Jersey. She lives with her father, dog, Lucky, and
brother. Her family rents out one of the rooms in the house to another person. She likes living in
Pennsauken because it is a tight knit community. She likes city life and is not fond of suburbia or
country living. She is excited to graduate high school and make people around her proud.
Sydney Nguyễn lives in Morton, Pennsylvania and attends Ridley High School. She has
one younger brother. Due to living in a predominately white town, she does not have many
interactions with a lot of Vietnamese kids. However, she does indulge in Asian food often and
loves bubble tea, especially winter melon green tea with nata jelly. She can understand a decent
amount of Vietnamese, but has a harder time trying to speak it. She speaks most of her
Vietnamese with her grandmother, who lives with her. In school, she enjoys learning math and
history, but feels she has not learned much about Vietnamese history. Sydney has never been to
Vietnam, but hopes to one day be able to visit. There are times where she feels she challenges the
norms of Vietnamese culture and disagrees with certain things. She does not enjoy reading, as
she feels she is not good at interpreting text. Instead, she enjoys calculus and solving. Sydney is
very competitive, so she participates in a plethora of after-school clubs like Mock Trial and Hi-Q
and plays on the tennis team. To be involved in her community, she is in the Leo Club and is a
Raider Ambassador. Sydney is also the President of Club College Ready in her school, where
she tutors underclass on SAT content and teaches them about college admissions. In her free
time, Sydney likes learning about skin care through YouTube and articles, which lead to her
aspiration to work in the field of dermatology when she is older. For fun, Sydney likes exploring
new places to take pictures at, listening to music, and going on Tiktok. One of her favorite
hobbies is finding new restaurants to eat at.
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Cindy Truong lives with her parents and younger brother in Philadelphia. She is
currently attending West Catholic Preparatory High School. She is part of Thiếu Nhi Thấnh Thể,
a Vietnamese youth group similar to Girl Scouts of America. She does not like coffee. She loves
to read and learn about history. Like Cindy, Mindy Pham is also part Thiếu Nhi Thấnh Thể. She
lives with her parents and brothers in the suburb of Chicago. She wrote, “I go to a school with
demographics of mainly white people '' (Pham, September 2020). Jeanna Hoang lives with her
grandparents, aunt, uncle, stepmom, and three siblings in Pennsauken, New Jersey. Jeanna’s
grandfather fought in the Vietnam War (American War). She loves her community and
neighborhood because of the solidarity and the fight for social justice. Jeanna wrote:
“Pennsauken/Camden had a march for the BLM movement/the death of George Floyd that really
brought everyone out and together” (Hoang, September 2020).
Through this activity we were able to peek into the lives of the youth. The youth’
interests and lived experience are dynamic and complex. We understood that some youth are
economically better off than others. Linda’s family rents out a room to a stranger to subsidize her
family’s monthly rent. Gabriella wrote that her neighborhood is not the safest. Jeanna lives in a
three-generation house shared with her parents, parents, siblings, aunt, and uncle. This solidifies
the many arguments raised by scholars (Lee, 1999; Wu, 2002; Poon et al, 2016) who have
debunked the model minority stereotype of Asian Americans. According to the Pew Research
Center (2017), roughly 14% of Vietnamese Americans live below the United States poverty line.
The U.S. considers the poverty for one person to be those making under 12,000 dollars a year.
However, other youth in the workshops seem to be middle-class based on their interests. For
example, Samantha loves to play soccer and tennis. She had been to Vietnam several times.
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We were able to learn that the youth value their family and community very much.
Jeanna loves her community because of the solidarity between Asian American and African
American communities. She is proud to be part of the community. During the analysis of this
session, she passionately emphasizes this solidarity. Linda echoes the same sentiment and
expresses her love for her tight knit community who is so greatly diverse.
All of the youth wrote about their family, their hobbies, and their community. During our
analysis for this part, I asked the youth: “What was on your mind when you decided to share
these facts? Why?” Linda said, “I decided to share these facts because it’s something that has to
deal with who I am and who I tend to be in the future. My thoughts were simply that I wanted to
share something not too personal but states who I am.” Mindy added, “I chose to reveal these
things about myself because these are things that are common to know about a person. Things
that are common for others to describe about someone” (Pham, September, 2020). Sydney
chimed in, saying that these facts are who she is, and it is part of her identity: “I wanted to share
these facts with you and the group because these are part of my identity and made me who I am
today. I feel it is important to share these things so that others can understand and grasp my
background, where I grew up, and who I grew up with” (Nguyen, November, 2020).
We learned from the data that community is important to them. I ended the session with
an activity that conjured images of the cultural practices of Vietnamese people. I put an image of
people in Vietnam eating Phở for breakfast. I asked the youth to write down a word that came to
their mind after looking at the picture. Some of the words that came to their minds were comfort,
Phở, live chicken, and family. Then I asked the youth to choose one word and write about it for
five minutes. The youth emailed me their writings.
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Figure 3.3 shows what the youth wrote down when they saw the photo (Le, 2020)

Samantha wrote:
The word I chose to write about, regarding the photo, is normal. When I went to Vietnam
last year we walked around a lot so we could take in everything around us. We would
stop to eat when we got hungry and this is what the restaurants looked like there.
Sometimes there would be long tables where you could end up eating next to a complete
stranger. My uncle actually owns a pho restaurant and this is what it looked like on most
days. It’s normal for these restaurants to be filled with people eating pho at little tables
and chairs. (Bui, September, 2020)
Jeanna wrote:
The last and only time that I have been to Vietnam was when I was 3, so I don't really
remember much. However, this picture reminds me a lot of getting lunch after the masses
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at Buddhist temples here in the US. I'm pretty sure that they do the same thing in
Vietnam. (Hoang, September, 2020)
Linda shared:
This picture depicts comfort to me in a bunch of different ways. When I went to Vietnam
back in 2016-2017, seeing this type of setting was comfortable to me and the people of
Vietnam. There are always little tables of people sitting there waiting for food to be
brought to them while they have conversations. It’s basically all comfort food. They are
so used to eating and living in that type of community that it’s basically home…
comfortable is the word (Tran, September 2020).
Bá wrote:
Pho is a traditional Vietnamese food, although it does not come from Vietnam but from
France during the years when the French colonized Vietnam. They brought pho from
France to Vietnam, from which the Vietnamese started to cook their own way. From
there, the Vietnamese noodle dish was formed. Pho gradually becomes a dish not only in
Vietnam but also in other countries in the world, Vietnamese people bring the food all
over the world and everyone knows Pho is from Vietnam (Ly, September, 2020).
Part of this collaborative project with the Vietnamese youth is about remembering.
Earlier in the session, I learned from the youth that some of them had been to Vietnam with their
families a couple times. Also, Bá just immigrated to the United States a couple of years ago. I
wanted to end the first workshop with a remembering activity through an image as a gateway to
the other activities of the other workshops. I intentionally chose this activity to end the first
workshop because the goals are to document, reflect, and remember our experience as
Vietnamese Americans. Also, collective memory (Steele, 2000) and collective remembrance
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(Chioneso et al., 2020) is a form of healing, which the youth and I will discuss further later in
detail.
Some of the youth found comfort in the picture I showed them as it reminded them of
home, family, and their community. A picture of Vietnamese people eating Phở conjures up
images of family, community, comfort, but the presence of the colonialism is there, lingering
over the shoulders of Vietnamese people generations after generations. Bá gently reminded us
the history of Phở and how it became part of Vietnam. When the French colonized Vietnam, they
used the desired part of the cow as meat for their consumption and threw out the unwanted meat
for the Vietnamese people. The Vietnamese used the scraps of the cow such as bones to make the
broth for Phở.
The workshop ended with the youth sharing to the group what they wrote. The workshop
was only an hour long, but we bonded over the activities and learned a few things about each
other. The first workshop was light because my hope was that the bond from these activities
would help the youth discuss and explore other activities that are more intense and heavier.
Summary of Chapter
In this chapter, I introduced the audience the research questions and the purpose of this
collaborative project. I designed the workshops with the youth’s input to answer the research
questions. Each workshop generated the following data sources: digital recordings, transcripts,
and workshop activity artifacts. Originally, the workshops with the youth were supposed to be
conducted in person. However, COVID-19 forced me to conduct the workshops with the youth
over Zoom. Some activities were cut out, such as theater performance and acting. Three of the
youth and I conducted a thematic analysis collaboratively. Then, through narrative analyses I
tried to construct the story of what the youth were sharing. The youth got to know each other and
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introduced themselves through activities that were light and fun. It was important that the youth
got to build rapport and felt comfortable with each other because the other sessions asked the
youth to engage in difficult activities that related to trauma, language loss, racism, and
patriarchy.
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Chapter 4: The Vietnam War and Coming to the U.S.
Introduction
Throughout Borderlands/La Frontera,
Anzaldúa ‘refers to bouts with death’ (35),
encounters that are not narrativized in the text.
The lack of narrative calls attention to the
effects of a traumatic history is one in which
gaps, forgettings, and competing
interpretations all point to a violent past that
has been skipped over, survived, by not having
been experienced. Before making a conscious
return through reconstruction, a survivor is
caught in an unconscious return through
negative effects that are literal repetitions
(Steele, 2000).

In “Una Herida Abierta: The Border as Wound” in Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La
Frontera, Cassie Premo Steele (2000) explores how Anzaldúa’s work uses the border as an open
wound, marker of departure and return of collective traumatic history. Anzaldúa’s work
“explores the literal U.S.- Mexico border as a wound, a site of historical trauma that continues to
affect the present experiences of individuals and communities” (p. 41). My work with
Vietnamese American youth uses the Vietnam War (American War) as a marker, a point of
departure and return of the collective traumatic history of Vietnamese Americans. Vietnamese
Americans’ lived experience is very much tied to the traumatic history of the Vietnam War
(American War) like how the lived experience of Latinx Americans living in the borders is tied
to dispossession, colonialism, and the United States. This chapter begins with a brief overview of
the Vietnam (American War). Then it explores the stories of Vietnamese Americans who
experienced the war and their journey to the United States through the lens of Vietnamese
American youth. The chapter ends with a discussion of these narratives.
The Institutionalized History
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The Vietnam War or the Second Indochina War also known as Kháng Chiến Chống Mỹ
(the American War) in Vietnam lasted from November 1, 1955- April 30, 1975. It was a bloody
war that killed 58,000 American soldiers and over three million Vietnamese military personnel
and civilians.
July 20, 1954 was a day of celebration for Vietnam when the French army surrendered to
the Việt Minh at the battle of Điện Biên Phủ. Vietnam had been a colony of France since 1880,
but the battle of Điện Biên Phủ marked Vietnam’s independence. Vietnam was no longer under
colonial rule. However, that celebration did not last longer than a day. On July 21,1954 at the
International Geneva Conference, Vietnam was split into two countries, divided at the 17th
parallel. Under the agreement, France agreed to a ceasefire. The land above the 17th parallel, the
Việt Minh controlled and the land below the 17th parallel, the French controlled. Also, under the
agreement there would be a general election in 1956 to unify the country.
The United States provided three billion dollars to France in exchange for their departure
from South Vietnam. After France departed South Vietnam, the United States with the backing
of the Vietnamese Emperor Bảo Đại installed Ngô Đình Diệm as Prime Minister of South
Vietnam. In October 1955, Ngô Đình Diệm, with the backing of the United States, used a
referendum and removed Bảo Đại from the throne. Ngô Đình Diệm declared himself President of
the newly formed Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam). Diệm was very unpopular in Southern
Vietnam. His government became more of a dictatorship. However, Diệm was a staunch anticommunist. The United States, believing in the Domino Theory, afraid that Southern Vietnam
would fall to communism, continued to back Diệm. Under the Military Assistance Advisory
Group (MAAG), in 1955, the United States began to send military equipment and men to South
Vietnam. In 1961, the United States sent 3,000 military advisers to the Republic of Vietnam and

97

in 1962 that number jumped to 9,000. The United States spent 65 million dollars in military
equipment and 136 million dollars in economic aid to the Republic of Vietnam in 1961.
There was no turning point for the United States and it needed an excuse to begin a full
fledged war with the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. In August, 1962, the U.S. Maddox, a
warship, was patrolling the Gulf of Tonkin. The captain of the Maddox, George Morrison
claimed that the ship had been attacked by the Democratic of Republic of Vietnam (North
Vietnam) patrol ships. Historians later recounted that this claim by the United States was false.
The United States fired shots at the North Vietnamese patrolled boats first. This event led
Congress to pass the Tonkin Gulf Resolution, giving President Johnson the power to conduct
military operations in Southeast Asia.
The Tonkin Gulf Resolution gave the United States unlimited power to commit atrocities
across Southeast Asia. In 1968, 500,000 American troops were on the ground in the Republic of
Vietnam (Kerr, 2015). The United States also began to drop bombs across Northern and
Southern Vietnam. More than 7.5 million tons of bombs were dropped in Vietnam, Laos, and
Cambodia during the Vietnam War (American War). Today, there are still 350,000 tons of live
bombs in Vietnam, killing hundreds of innocent Vietnamese people each year (Loughran, 2020).
The United States also dropped over 18 million gallons of Agent Orange across Vietnam, a toxic
chemical that was used to clear forests, which caused birth defects and other health related
complications (Black, 2021).
This chapter is not about the Vietnam War (American War) statistics, but about the
collective stories of the youth and their families’ experience living through the war, escaping
Vietnam, and coming to the United States. In the next section, I turn my attention and center the
Vietnamese youth’s collective narratives.
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Our Collective Stories
The youth and I had a hard time analyzing the topic of this workshop as we began to
grapple with our grandparents and parents' stories of war, journey to the United States, and
imprisonment. We felt guilty because we have it better than our grandparents and parents.
According to Gita Baack (2016), author of The Inheritors, individuals who experience
intergenerational trauma have more guilt than the norm. The youth and I kept saying the word,
guilty. It got to the point in which, Sydney Nguyen commented, “the Vietnam War (American
War) is like a ghost that continues to haunt us” (Nguyen, September, 2020).
We did not design this workshop for us to feel guilty. The purpose of the third workshop,
The Vietnam and Coming to the United States, was for us to retell and to remember our families’
stories. Jeanette Wintersone once wrote “memories can be tools for change. They don’t have to
be weapons used against us or baggage that we drag around” (Kaler, 2019). Thus, asking our
grandparents/parents to tell us their journeys to the United States and the Vietnam War
(American War) is to honor our grandparents/parents’ experience and center our families’
history. The collective memories are painful at times, but they are not used as a weapon against
us. They are meant to highlight our families’ collective experiences.
We began the workshop by watching a recording of an off Broadway play, Vietgone, a
funny story about a Vietnamese refugee man who found love in a refugee camp. But the play is
not only about love, but also, war and resilience. The youth never heard about this play even
though it was released recently, in 2016. They were shocked that their school never mentioned
this play when they were taught about the Vietnam War (American War). The clip was for the
youth and I to touch upon the stories of war and passage to the United States in a light and
humorous way before we dove into our families' stories.
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The youth related to the play and wanted to see the whole play. Through watching clips
of the play, the youth were able to learn about the Vietnam War that was not taught to them in
schools. Mindy said, “How come I never learnt about this in school?” (Pham, September, 2020).
In one of the songs “Start Again,” the lead singer sang about being separated into camps in the
middle of nowhere in the United States. When Saigon (the capital of the Republic of Vietnam)
fell to communist forces in 1975, the United States resettled about 125,000 Vietnamese refugees
in Camp Pendleton (California), Fort Chaffe (Arkansas), Eglin Air Force Base (Florida), and
Fort Indiantown Gap (Pennsylvania) during the spring of that year (Gonzalez, 2015). The youth
did not know about this. I did not learn about this until college after attending a talk by an Asian
American scholar. Sydney asked the group why the United States did this? Why not let us
choose where we live in the United States? Bá mentioned not wanting Vietnamese people to lose
their roots, to be more Americans. He said, “they wanted to put us in the boonies, where we ate
hamburgers and french fries'' (Ly, Sept, 2020). Sydney used the word assimilation when
discussing the plight of Vietnamese refugees being scattered across the United States.
We watched another clip of Vietgone, "I'll Make It Home" before we proceeded to our
main activities. We discussed what home means to us. Gabriella said, “home is family and
community” (Vu, September, 2020). Sydney said that home was a place she gets to eat her
favorite meals cooked by her grandmother (Nguyen, September, 2020). Mindy mentions that
home does not have to be a physical place, it is where she feels loved and safe. It is interesting
that we did not mention location as our home, but the people around us, our loved ones. Family
is important to us even though our relationship to our family is tumultuous at times.
The main activities centered around learning about families’ history and their journey to
the United States. For some of us this was the first time we learned about our grandparents and

100

parents' experiences. For others, we had an opportunity to dig deeper and had difficult
conversations surrounding war, loss, and trauma.
“There is Power in the Telling”
In the previous session, I had asked the youth to ask their family members about their
journey to the United States and their memory of the war. It is important for us to document our
family members' experiences. As Robin Wall Kimmerer says in Braiding Sweetgrass “even
when it is misunderstood, there is power in the telling (2013, p.9).

Figure 4.1 shows the first activity that the youth participated for this workshop (Le, 2020)

Samantha was the first youth to tell us her family’s experience; she said:
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My dad left when he was younger. His family went at different times. At some
point during his youth, he didn’t have his family with him. He was really young!
Eventually, he got put in a refugee camp and they left him there for a while. He
finally got out and there was a boat waiting and he got over here. And I think a
couple of his siblings came over before he did. His siblings came here before him
and they had a foster family, and they took my father in. Eventually, the rest of
his family got here and now we all live in Pennsylvania. My mom got here in
2001 and she was visiting and met my dad and decided to stay and they got
married. (Bui, September, 2020)
On reflecting on Samantha’s family’s experience of the Vietnam War, she timidly shared:
My dad’s parents are from the North. When the war came, they went to the
South.2 My grandparents are more like both. They speak differently, sometimes
they say words but in a different accent. My dad speaks more of a southern person
because he grew up there. About the war…… (a silent pause) My grandfather
fought in the war but I did not want to ask him just in case of PTSD or anything
(Bui, September, 2020).
Mindy chimed in,
I didn't ask about specific details cause basically I was in a rush, she was in a
rush. She didn't go to the U.S. right away. She was on the boat. I didn't ask how
long or the details. She lost her cousins from drowning because the boat was
crowded. She arrived in the Philippines and lived there for seven months. After

2

When Vietnam was divided at the 17th parallel in 1954 as part of the Geneva Agreements signed in Paris, France,
the French agreed to withdraw troops from Northern Vietnam and allow Vietnamese people to move freely between
the North and South (McLeod & Dieu, 2001).
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that, she finally got on a plane to Chicago. She lost a lot of cousins that couldn't
swim or they were pushed off the boat. Around the 1980s, I don't remember the
specific dates. Uhmmmmm, my grandfather was in the war. He was imprisoned
for seven years and that was how he immigrated to the U.S. (Pham, September
2020).
There was a long pause. We didn’t know what to do and just stared at each other silently.
Gabriella jumped and shared her story,
A couple days ago, I asked my parents what it was like for them and their families to
emigrate from Vietnam to the United States. I was not expecting to hear what I heard
from them. When I asked my mom to tell me her story, she looked hesitant, but I wasn't
sure why. That day, I found out my mom had a brother. She told me that her dad and her
brother were put into a boat to try and leave Vietnam and move to the United States. Ever
since that day, she never heard from either of them again. She looked heartbroken, which
made me feel heartbroken because I never knew she had a brother. After that my mom
and her mom were sent to a camp in the Philippines, and they were kept there for nine
months. After that, they hopped on a plane to Philadelphia. I don't know much more. My
dad didn't want to say anything. My grandpa on my dad’s side was involved in the war.
(Vu, September, 2020.
Sydney Nguyen also has family members who were lost at sea:
My dad and his family, they came to the United States by boat and my dad
actually went to jail a couple of times trying to escape. [The Vietnamese
government jailed refugees who tried to escape Vietnam but were not successful
via boat] When my dad came over on the boat he and his siblings were on
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different boats and they got separated. When they got to the U.S., he lost touch
with his siblings. When I visited my grandma in California, she always prayed
that one day she would hear from them. My aunt told me that she spent years
praying. Her sons got lost at sea. No one knows if they are dead or alive. Till this
day, she still prays that one day she will hear from them. On my mom’s side, her
dad was imprisoned after the war and they escaped Vietnam after that (Nguyen,
September, 2020).
Jeanna’s grandfather was sent to a reeducation for five years where he was tortured:
The move here after my grandfather was done with the jail sentence, since he
fought for the South, he had to go to jail. After my grandfather was released from
prison they came to the United States. They were working in factories. They were
poor. My youngest aunt is the only one who graduated high school (Hoang,
September, 2020).
Linda’s grandfather revealed a traumatic incident that happened to him, which shocked
and traumatized her.
My mother’s father, I looked at his foot and he was missing a toe. I was like what, I did
not notice that when I was little, he was hesitant a bit. He told me he cut off his toe
because he didn't want to go to war and die so he cut off his own to toe. Literally, right
now has one of his toes missing. It was really scary to look at because I never have seen
anyone with body parts missing. My grandpa on my father's side, I think he was a police
officer in Vietnam when the war started. Eventually, he was arrested and taken into
prison. My grandpa was in prison for more than eight years. My father did not remember
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much. He got a government working for the US government in Vietnam and then escaped
to the U.S. (Tran, September, 2020).
At the end of this activity, we took a moment to catch our breath. We turned off our
cameras and remained silent for about five minutes. We just needed some privacy to sit with our
emotions and process them before we moved to the next activity.
Then we created a timeline documenting our family’s journey to the United States. It was
our first time using this software and we encountered some difficulties. Only two youth were
able to create a timeline to document their families’ journey to the United States.
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Figure 4.2 shows a timeline created by Linda Tran (Le, 2020)
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Figure 4.3 shows a timeline created by Sydney Nguyen (Le, 2020)

During the reflection of this workshop, we realized that these stories were painful for us
to share and listen to. The youth had a difficult time asking their family members to share these
stories. Sydney told the whole group that she was afraid to ask her father about her family’s
experience in person. “I waited for him not to be home and then called him and asked him.”
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Sydney told the group, “I don't even know why I did that, I think it is just to protect myself. You
know I don't know what I would do if I see the painful reaction on my dad’s face. I mean who
knows there might be no reaction and I am just making it up” (Nguyen, November 2020).
Mindy agreed and said:
Yeah me too, I waited for my mother to be busy and asked her. Did I do that
subconsciously? Like, I did not want to spend too much time on it so I decided to wait
until both of us are busy to have this conversation. I felt really bad that they had
experienced these things. The discrimination and having to rebuild a whole new life. I felt
surprised, especially when my mom talked about the poverty she lived in for so many
years. (Pham, November 2020)
At the end of the workshop, there was sadness in the air that we could feel and see over
Zoom. Linda told the group, “I felt very sad as I didn't know that my family went through that.
My family was very scared. I felt coming to America was a big change for our family. Even
though my dad struggles here, he still thinks it is better than Vietnam. He always tells me that! I
am sad thinking back at my father did lose some time with his father. It probably scarred him
because he was only a kid” (Tran, November, 2020).
Gabriella’s mother never told her that she lost her father and brother at sea. “I never knew
that my mother had a brother. She never talked about this and I never asked her about our family
history until now. Now, I know why she was hesitant to tell me this. I feel her pain and anguish, I
do not know what I would do. I am heartbroken” (Vu, November, 2020).
Linda echoed Gabriella: “ When my dad told me about his own family story of the war as
well as a little bit of my mom's side, I felt saddened and in shock. With the Vietnam War, many
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Vietnamese people were scarred emotionally” (Vu, November, 2020). Sydney also felt shocked
when she heard about her family’s story.
When I had heard about my family’s stories, I was shocked and felt a lot of sympathy for
my family. I had no clue that my dad even had two brothers he lost and that I had two
uncles I never met. I felt even worse for my grandmother, who I know still thinks about
her lost sons to this day. Now I know she still holds onto hope that she will find her
children again, despite the fact that it has been years. Regarding my mom's side of the
family, I know that while my grandfather was in jail, they had a hard time getting by.
They were practically dirt poor and my mom always told me how she had two pairs of
clothes. It makes me feel guilty hearing about my life compared to theirs. I feel bad about
the way I live compared to how they did. My parents and their stories remind me to be
grateful because I have not been through the pain they have felt. (Nguyen, November,
2020)
We noted that there were common themes when sharing our families’ stories and when
we analyzed the data together for this workshop. Our stories are interrelated and interconnected.
We all have family members who escaped Vietnam by boat and have loved ones lost at sea. We
also have family members who were sent to re-education camps and were tortured by the
Communist regime. We recognize that our parents did endure pain and carry the pain with them
until today. Sydney said:
The Vietnam War is like the ghost that continues to haunt our parents. Our grandparents
and parents are scarred. We are scarred. Our grandparents and parents did not want to
talk about their experience during the Vietnam War that much. We did not want to push
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them as we were afraid that the painful memories would cause our grandparents and
parents to be in distress. (Nguyen, September, 2020)
For most of us, we do not know how to deal with our parents’ traumas and our own
traumas. Linda kept using the word “scar” to describe her family’s experience. Linda is correct,
we cannot get rid of our grandparents and parents’ traumas. The traumas are passed on to us and
become part of our experience. The scars are permanent.
For some of us, this was our first time hearing about our mothers’ losing their sisters or
brothers at sea. For most of our lives our parents never taught us how to communicate and
express our feelings. Institutions such as schools do not recognize and center our lived
experience. Our parents and grandparents were in survival mode. They survived the Vietnam
War and now they are trying to survive the United States. How do we help them and us deal and
heal from the traumas? Where do we start? Where do we go?
Our journey towards collective healing
For some of the youth, it begins by forging community with other Vietnamese American
youth who share similar experiences. By joining this collaborative project with me, the youth
were able to form a community. This collaborative project provided the youth with the space to
share their stories and learn about their history. For most of the youth, it was the first time that
they were able to share their families’ stories with others. It was the first time that their lived
experiences were being centered. Even though their family members’ memories are painful for
them, they are happy to share those memories. Through sharing and listening to each other's
stories, the youth realized that “memories can be tools for change, they don’t have to be weapons
used against us or baggage that we drag around” as Jeanette Winterson (2014) wrote in Regret,
Recollection, and Lost Love. These painful memories can be used as a counter narrative to the
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mainstream narrative about the Vietnam War and the Vietnamese American experience in the
United States.
Nkechinyelum A. Chioneso et al. (2020) propose that minoritized people who endured
collective, historical, and racial trauma should use collective storytelling as a form of resistance
and healing. They also advocate community healing instead of individual healing for minoritized
communities who have endured and experienced institutionalized trauma. Community healing
emphasizes connectedness with others. In Latinx spiritual community, healing and sabiduría are
interconnected. Comas-Díaz (2006) argues that in order to treat sickness, individuals need to
bond and connect with others.
Through this collective space, the courageous youth shared their stories and were able to
connect with each other. Thus, the youth began their journey of collective healing via collective
stories and memories. During this journey, they discovered that their trauma is collective and
institutionalized. Sydney says, “there is a common theme in these stories, our family members
experienced something traumatic in their lives because of the war” (Nguyen, November, 2020).
Mindy agrees with Sydney, “we are here because of the war” (Pham, November, 2020). They are
able to relocate their trauma from the onus of the bodies to the institution. Sydney and Mindy are
able to transcend trauma from the individuals to the institutions. The Vietnamese American
youth are experiencing what I called transtrauma.
Transtrauma is going beyond simply the individual, but looking at how structures of
domination such as institutions play a role in inflicting trauma on marginalized communities.
This transtrauma goes not only beyond an individual to encompass social structures, but also
goes beyond generations, lasting from one generation to the next.
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The youth learned from this collaborative project and through the memories of their
family members, they are able to name their trauma. It is the first step towards healing, changing
and reshaping their narratives about the Vietnam War. The Vietnam War doesn’t have to be the
ghost that continues to haunt us, but it could be the spirit that guides us through our journey
living in the diaspora.
Summary of Chapter
This chapter uses video clips and songs from the off-Broadway show Vietgone as a guide
for the Vietnamese American youth to tell their stories of war, loss, trauma, and coming to the
United States. For some of the youth it was their first time learning about their families’ stories
and history. The youth expressed pain and guilt upon learning about these stories. However, the
youth acknowledge that by collectively sharing their stories, they are in the process of their
journey towards healing. The Vietnamese American youth began to relocate their traumas to the
institutions. They started to understand the power of collective writing, storytelling, poetry, and
photography as they proceeded to the next workshop.
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Chapter 5: The construction of the Vietnamese American youth Identity
Introduction
Whenever I meet another person, they always seem surprised to find out that I am
Vietnamese American. I remember after presenting at a conference in Albuquerque, New
Mexico, a white professor came up to me and she said, “I wish my students were activists like
you in the academia, are you Vietnamese, you don’t look Vietnamese.” I replied, “Thank you, I
am Vietnamese, what does a Vietnamese person look like?” The professor smiled and walked
away. She was not the first and last person to tell me that.
Growing up as a queer Vietnamese American in Philadelphia, I struggled with my
identity. I internalized what the dominant society already constructed for me and subscribed to
that construction. Even scholars such as Zhou & Bankston (1998); Nguyen (2012) who
specialize in citizenship and identity of Vietnamese American youth categorize their identities as
binary. They argue that some of the youths are struggling with their hybrid identities as
Vietnamese-Americans. The youth who did well and adapted their lives to the United States
were able to balance being Vietnamese and American.
The Vietnamese American youth who participated in the eight workshops do not fit into
Zhou & Bankston (1998) and Nguyen’s (2012) categorization. This chapter begins with the
exploration of the Vietnamese American youth identity through poetry, music, and engaging in a
Q&A with a well- known Vietnamese American poet, Bao Phi. Through narrative analysis, the
Vietnamese American youth are disrupting the binary dichotomy that is placed on them in regard
to identity. The youth answered the question: what does it mean to be Vietnamese American?
The youth discovered that being Vietnamese American goes beyond the physical attributes, but it
is about sharing a collective experience living in the diaspora, ancestor worshipping, and
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translanguaging in their everyday routines. The Vietnamese youth are constantly redefining and
reimagining what it means to be Vietnamese Americans.
After the youth explored what it means to be Vietnamese Americans, they then
interrogated their identity in terms of gender and sexuality. In this final section of the chapter, the
youth engaged with the writings of Vietnamese American queer writer Ocean Vuong to look at
how their mothers enforced dominant gender roles on them because of their sex. The youth
showed a sense of frustration that their mothers who are women espouse patriarchal ideology.
The chapter concludes with the youth understanding how institutions play an important role in
constructing their identities. The Vietnamese American youth’s identities are complex, dynamic,
and are always evolving.

Becoming Poets- Vietnamese American Identity

The youth and I became poets in this workshop as we explored our identity as
Vietnamese Americans through poetry. We began the workshop with an icebreaker. In the
previous workshop, I had asked the youth to bring in an object and share its importance. Jeanna
showed us a picture of a woman wearing an áo dài with nón lá with a backdrop of the Army of
Republic of Vietnam flag3 that her sister painted. It is a very beautiful painting and has a lot of
meaning behind it, socially and politically.

3

The áo dài is the traditional Vietnamese dress, mostly worn by women, but men also wear a version of the dress. It
is a long split dress worn over pants. The flag of the Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam), three red stripes with
yellow background is now a defunct flag. However, it represents the Vietnamese diaspora communities outside of
Vietnam. In Little Saigon across the United States, this flag can widely be seen. Representations in flags are very
controversial. For example, in 1999, a Vietnamese American man displayed the flag of the Socialist Republic of
Vietnam (the current regime) on his storefront in Little Saigon which caused mass protests over several days. The
Vietnamese American communities in the United States accused the shop owner of being a communist sympathizer.
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Figure 5.1 shows a painting that Jeanna’s sister painted that represents Vietnam (Le, 2020)

Jeanna said, “This the flag of the South and it is the only one. My grandfather fought for
this flag, so we only represent this flag because he doesn't like the other one; that's disrespectful.
The lady in áo dài represents our culture. We keep this painting front and center of the house”
(Hoang, September 2020).
This ice breaker transitioned nicely into our next activity on being Vietnamese American.
I had the youth listen to a well-known song “Hello Vietnam” by Phạm Quỳnh Anh. I was
surprised that the youth never heard of the song before this workshop.
Hello Vietnam
Tell me all about this name, that is difficult to say
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It was given me the day I was born
Want to know about the stories of the empire of old
My eyes say more of me than what you dare to say
All I know of you is all the sights of war
A film by Coppola, the helicopter's roar
One day I'll touch your soil
One day I'll finally know your soul
One day I'll come to you
To say hello... Vietnam
Tell me all about my colour, my hair and my little feet
That have carried me every mile of the way
Want to see your house, your streets
Show me all I do not know
Wooden sampans, floatings markets, light of gold
All I know of you is the sights of war
A film by Coppola, the helicopter's roar
One day I'll touch your soil
One day I'll finally know your soul
One day I'll come to you…
After we listened to this song. I noticed that the youth looked tired. In the previous
session, painful memories of war rose to the surface. We collectively reflected on those painful
memories. In “Hello Vietnam” Phạm Quỳnh Anh uses images of war as an analogy for her desire
to connect with her Vietnamese cultural practices. The youth were surrounded by war at every
corner they turned. I deviated from the script as the facilitator of the workshop, I asked the youth
to turn off their cameras and just silently reflect for a few minutes. I did not ask them to share
their reflection.
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We moved on to an activity in which I asked the youth to be poets.
Figure 5.2 shows the second activity that the youth participated in for this workshop (Le, 2020)

I guided the youth through this activity with sentence starters such as: I am Vietnamese because,
Tôi Là Người Việt Nam, You bring out the Vietnamese in me. I affirmed the youth that they
could use their entire linguistic repertoires with this activity. With the exception of Bá, the
Vietnamese American youth do not know how to read and write in Vietnamese Sydney, Linda,
Mindy, Samantha, Gabriella, Jeanna speak Vietnamese at an elementary level. I explain in
Chapter 7 the reasons for this language loss. They could write in English and use Vietnamese if
they wanted to. Five youth participated in this activity and their poems appear below: 4

4

Only five youth sent their poems in. I am reproducing these poems exactly as the youth wrote them.
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Mindy

Sydney

I am Vietnamese because I live in the culture.

I am Vietnamese because

I am Vietnamese because I speak the
language, speak the ways of our ancestors,
and speak my ethnicity.

I persist even when faced with hardships.

I am Vietnamese because I share the beliefs, I
share the values, and I share the history.
I am Vietnamese because it lives in my face.

I have a Vietnamese name that represents my
roots.
I worry about my family, even though I don’t
show it.
I share some of the same values my culture
does.
I am part of our culture’s history.

Linda:

Samantha:

You bring out the vietnamese in me because
of the sense of family.

You bring out the Vietnamese in me
the color of my da,

Typically a family would say “i love you” to
one another but i just get fed.

the color of my tóc,

You bring out the vietnamese in me because
of the random trips to the asian grocery store
and spending thousands of hours in there
because you don’t know what to get.

the shape of my eyes,

You bring out the vietnamese in me because
of the occasions where everyone would nhậu
for no reason and sing karaoke for hours.

the places where I go food shopping at

You bring out the vietnamese in me because
of the strict grades where i can only achieve
an “A” or ill come home scared.

the things that make me, me

Jeanna:

the vietnamese music I listen to when we go
on road trips

my mother’s career
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I am vietnamese because the
Vietnam war that is taught to America weird
Intelligent ways of problem solving/working hard
Eating pho and other flavorful dishes
Talking about the past
Nails which we paint and shape
Ancestors who have a huge impact on my family
My family who fought their way to give me a better life

After composing the poems, the youth became spoken word artists and performed their
poems over Zoom. I heard resilience, courage, and pain in their voices. During the reflection, the
youth shared that they took pride in being Vietnamese Americans. For them being Vietnamese
Americans goes beyond the physical aspect that some of them wrote in their poems. It is about
their collective experience living in the diaspora, the past shapes their present. Mindy pointed
out to Linda that her parents do not say “I love you” to her, but they show love by cooking her
favorite meal. Mindy voiced, “I don’t know, every time I come home from school the first thing
my mother asks is ‘are you hungry’? If I answer ‘yes’ she feeds me and if I answer ‘no’ she still
feeds me’ [laughing out loud]” (Pham, October, 2020). All of us jumped in sharing our similar
experiences with our family. I shared with the youth that my father loved cooking. My father
never tucked me into bed or kissed me goodnight like some of my friends’ fathers. Instead, he
cooked my favorite meals to express his love. When my father was alive, he did the cooking, and
my mother did the cleaning. The day that my father passed away, my brother, sister, and I had to
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eat my mother’s cooking for the first time and the tears began to slowly come down our cheeks.
Not only did we miss our father, but we missed his cooking also. We couldn’t swallow our
mother’s food.
Translanguaging and Disrupting Named Languages
Vietnamese Americans have been disrupting the notion of what language is through
translanguaging — that is going beyond the named language that is sanctioned by society and
institutions to communicate our feelings with each other (Otheguy, García, & Reid, 2018). We
privileged non-verbal communications— acts of service is our love language. Vietnamese
Americans unconsciously know that the written named language that we call Vietnamese today
is socially constructed. It was constructed by the French during colonial times to make it easier
to convert Vietnamese people into Catholicism (McLeod & Dieu, 2001). Vietnamese emerged,
for example, in Linda’s poem when she used the word nhậu. I asked Linda this during the
reflection and she told the group that she could not find a better word in English to describe
Vietnamese men gathering together laughing, eating snacks (such as dried squids and peanuts),
and drinking rice wine or beer. She said, “we wouldn’t call this activity drinking” (Tran,
October, 2020). Samantha said, “using Vietnamese just felt right” (Bui, October, 2020).
The Past Shapes the Present
Our past also shapes our present, the Vietnam War (American War) plays an important
role in shaping the identity of the youth. The youth are living in the United States because of the
war. Their parents’ jobs in the United States are tied to the war. Jeanna wrote a poem titled
“Nails which we paint and shape” (Hoang, September, 2020). During the reflection, we laughed
and yelled out “we all have relatives who do nails.” Sydney said, “My aunt làm nails.” Mindy
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added, “Yup, my cousin làm nails too” (Le, October, 2020). I asked Jeanna why she wrote that
line in her poem. She replied:
I wrote that because that’s what Vietnamese people are known for, things such as how we
talk when people are getting their nails done or nail salons are mostly Viets. Most of my
family does nails. My aunts talk about how it’s gross to touch others' feet to make money
and how they don’t want that for their nieces. But my older sister does nails and she likes
it. The nail salons have very different perspectives but it’s still a great environment.
(Hoang, October, 2020)
Over 50% of nail salon owners are Vietnamese Americans. In California that number is
over 98 % (Mazareanu, 2019). The youth did not know why there are a lot of Vietnamese
Americans in the nail industry. During the analysis, I showed the youth a clip of a documentary
on PBS called Nailed It. The documentary gives an historical overview of how Vietnamese
Americans came to dominate the 8 billion dollars nail industry in the United States.
In 1975, when Vietnamese people began to arrive in Camp Pendleton in Southern
California to be processed, they met actress Tippi Hedren who was doing humanitarian work.
Some of the Vietnamese women admired Hedren’s nails. Tippi Hedren brought in manicurists to
the camp to train Vietnamese women (García-Navarro, 2019). The youth were shocked about
this fact. Jeanna voiced, “How come I never know about this? Nobody tells me this?” Gabriella
declared, “I am always embarrassed that my aunt does nails” (Vu, October, 2020). I told the
youth that it is a class issue. When I was growing up, I did not know about this history and my
peers made fun of my relatives who worked in the nail salons.
I will give a deeper analysis in Chapter Seven on why our history and lived experiences
are not centered and taught. However, learning about the history of Vietnamese nail salons thus
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required a dynamic analysis of the war, the military camp, the United States imperial political
economy, and gender. The qualities and practices that emanate from colonized people are often
rooted in imperial histories. Instead of being embarrassed that we have family members làm
nails, we should take pride that our family members are able to adapt and learn quickly in order
to survive despite the transtrauma they have endured.
Our Gia đình and Ancestor
Another theme that came up in the youth’s poetry is the importance of family and
ancestor. Because of our history (wars and colonialism) we rely on our family for support. For
example, some of the youth grew up with their immediate family members only. They do not
have extended family members who live near them because some died at sea when they tried to
escape Vietnam, and some are still living in Vietnam. Also, we believe in ancestor worshipping.
All of the youth’s homes have an altar to worship their ancestors. We believe in our ancestors
guiding us through our lives in this world.
The final theme we identified was resilience. Even if institutions try to erase and rewrite
our history, we find ways to learn it. In her poem Jeanna wrote: “Vietnam war that is taught to
America weird.” Jeanna knows that the Vietnam War (America War) that is taught in the
classrooms doesn’t center her experience. The ways the media talks about the Vietnam War
doesn’t include Vietnamese Americans. Jeanna stated, “Even that famous documentary on PBS
doesn't talk about me” (Hoang, October, 2020). It takes courage for us to seek out a community
to learn about our history, lived experience, and language.
We came to an understanding that the Vietnam War (American War) shapes our identity
as Vietnamese Americans. I had the youth listen to Bao Phi’s spoken word piece “Refuge
Requiem.” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FzFfbw1xkFQ
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My four year old daughter hits me. Her tiny fist
doughball socking into my forearm. Since we are
trying to teach her consequence, I tell her daddy has
to go sit somewhere else without her until she can
apologize and promise to stop hitting daddy. She’s
already crying, she runs towards me, arms
outstretched. She wants me to pick her up and hold
her. Because I am trying to teach her a lesson, she
gives me no choice but to run away from her around
the dining room table and she chases me blubbering
tears as if she was a war orphan in Vietnam and I was
her C-130.
A few nights ago, she asked if my daddy lost the war.
I wanted to say, “I am made of war and that means
you are, too.” I want to say, “I was born inside a halo
of gunpowder – no, a silhouette of a circle left by an
exploding bomb – no, a snake, eating itself.“ But
instead I take a deep breath and begin to tell her, your
Ong Nội, he fought in a war like many others, and
like many others he did not want to. And that’s why I
am here, and that’s why you are here, and that’s why
sometimes other people look at us and they don’t
understand why we are here, and sometimes that
makes us feel like we don’t know why we are here
either.”
I didn’t know how to end that story, not then, not
now. My daughter staring at me, arms open, tears
raining, clear Napalm down her cheeks. I wonder if
my daughter is not as far away from the war as I’d
hoped she would be. I wonder what ghosts made of
gunpowder and spilt oil and Jetstream live in her
veins so that she could run at me like this to test the
caliber of my result, the buoyancy of my memory that
times my body feels too small to do what I ask it to
survive. Her heavy steps leaving bomb craters around
the dining room table. These jagged holes that wheel
through rains and survivors hands grow rice paddies.
I picked my daughter up. I hold her, she put her chin
on my shoulder and through her tears she sees
everything behind me.
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I did not ask the youth for their reactions. I wanted the youth to be in dialogue with Bao
Phi. I asked the youth to write down questions for Bao Phi. After the youth wrote down the
questions for Bao Phi, I emailed Bao Phi the questions.

We didn’t have a chance to analyze Bao Phi’s answers together. The questions the youth
asked Bao Phi were powerful. They relate to the collective experience of being Vietnamese
American. They range from having doubts about their identity to the struggles of keeping their
stories alive for future generations. Bao Phi answered with care, guiding the youth, and giving
them hope for a future that is formed through solidarity with other marginalized communities.
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W.E.B Dubois’ double consciousness first theorized in The Souls of Black Folk (1903)
argued that as a minority person living in a racialized nation, one’s own perception is always
through the lens of the dominant group. In closing out the workshop on Being Vietnamese
Americans, I asked to participate in a fishbowl activity. How do they perceive others? How do
others perceive them?

Figure 5.3 shows the fishbowl activity that the youth participated in (Le, 2020)

Sam, Sydney, Jeanna, and Mindy were put in group A. Linda, Gabriella,Cindy, and Bá
were put in group B. Group A discussed the question, how do others perceive you? Group B
listened and took notes.
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Sydney said:
I feel like people perceive me like in, especially in school, they perceive me as somebody
who really likes academics, like I try hard and really like sophisticated, I guess you can
say. And I also feel like they perceive me as like before they get to know me. A lot of
people perceive me as shy and they think I'm quiet and I don't really talk that much.
(Nguyen, September, 2020)

Mindy had similar experience as Sydney,
Yeah, I agree. Because throughout my entire life going to school, the way people
perceive me is similar to what Sydney said. Yeah, people based me off of the stereotypes
of how Asians are supposed to be, and like once they started to know me. They were like
Mindy, you are very different. (Pham, September, 2020)

Sam also encountered the same stereotypes as Sydney and Mindy. She expressed:
Definitely stereotypical Asian like oh my god, you're probably really smart like you
know everything, or whatever, like obviously, you get good grades. If you get bad grades
then your parents will ground you or something and they think like obviously she's Asian
so she has to be smart. So that kind of. It makes me feel bad if I don't always get the best
grades or I'm not in the best classes or whatever. But, um, yeah. But yeah, [Asians are]
very short, like really short, and they make fun of your height, you're really small. That
makes me not want to wear my glasses because it's like, oh my god. Like, you can't see
and oh my god, Asians can't drive. I don't know, just like stereotypical things. (Bui,
September, 2020)
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The youth in Group B had been listening. I asked them for their thoughts. Linda reacted:
I actually agree with what they're saying. I get those comments like, actually a lot [big
pause] like, you know, like anyone. Usually, I mean, so it's not surprising that that's like
what people are known as, like, it's very stereotypical and I think a lot of people do judge
others based on stereotypes. They always say they're like a lot of people like it's
surprising how much people would actually don't know about Vietnam and they are
actually Vietnamese people. They're like, oh my gosh. Are you Chinese? And they just
assume you’re Chinese. I'm like, no, like I'm getting amused by never saying no to
Chinese because I'm like I have very, very little in me, but like I mainly mean by always
telling them I'm like, Yeah, I always correct them when I can. (Tran, October,2020)
The youth understand that as a person of color, part of their identity is shaped by others
and this is also extended to gender and sexuality. In the final section if this chapter, the
Vietnamese American youth examine their gender and sexuality through the lens of queer
Vietnamese American writer, Ocean Vuong.
Going Beyond the Gender Binary
The eight Vietnamese American youth who participated in this collaborative project with
me, mostly identified as females with the exception of Bá who identified as male. I began the
workshop with a “what comes to your mind” game as a starter. I called out the word gender and
sexuality and had the youth write on the powerpoint presentation. The youth yelled out words as
I wrote them on the Zoom screen.
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Figure 5.4 shows what the youth wrote down as I called out the words: gender and sexuality (Le, 2020)

Jeanna Hoang said, “Pronouns, the person you're attracted to sexually or emotionally.” Sydney
Nguyễn expressed, “I think of like nonbinary gender fluid. I think of like, and I think of like
straight gay like, and then I also think of like everyone is pan sexual” (Nguyen, October, 2020).
The activity was meant to initiate the topic of gender and sexuality and what the youth know
about this topic. The Vietnamese American youth know that gender is a social construct. They
know that gender is fluid and dynamic and not binary.
The main activity of this workshop was to have the Vietnamese youth listen to an
interview of Ocean Vuong and read his poem, “Kissing in Vietnamese.” Ocean Vuong is a queer
Vietnamese American poet. He is known for his book, On Earth We're Briefly Gorgeous. The
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book centers on war, trauma, abuse, gender and sexuality. The interview introduced the
Vietnamese youth to Ocean Vuong and his work. They never heard of Ocean Vuong. I asked the
youth what they thought of the interview. In the interview with Michel Martin of NPR, Michelle
asks Ocean Vuong: “Do you remember anything that your mother and grandmother said to you
about America? Do you remember anything they said to you about your story, your journey, how
you came to be there?” Ocean Vuong replied: “It was all warnings and I think a lot of folks of
color, get this from their elders an unexplained warning, and what my warning was ‘Don't draw
attention to yourself, you are already Vietnamese, that is one strike against you.’” (PBS, 2019).
Some of the youth shared similar sentiments as Ocean Vuong. Sydney shared:
Yeah, like my mom always tells me that, like, oh, I'm like, I'm too loud, like I need to
start being quiet out like she always tells me that I need to be more like to be less like
noticeable stuff. And sometimes it kind of bothers me. But that's not what I'm going for,
and what he said about the whole like fourth generation versus second generation thing
was really true. My mom always tells me, she's like, Oh yeah, just get by. You don't have
to do this much like I want to look. I want to do more and I want to be like, no. That is
because I am a woman she tells me that I have to be quiet. (Nguyen, October, 2020)
Linda Tran chimed in and added,
No, I mean, I was gonna agree with Sydney and I like the questions you just brought up.
Like it's unfair because like, because I'm a woman. I have to act this way because my
parents told me to do so. Like I have to clean up and do all the chores. Well, my brother
can just sit around and play games all day which don't make any sense, because I'm older.
And I have more work that he does. Like I have to go to work and then I like to do
school work, but he just, I don't know. It's not fair. (Tran, October, 2020)
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Sydney then jumped in and shared with the group over Zoom chat:
I told my mom that I didn’t know if I wanted to be a physician assistant, or an actual
doctor and she told me “You can just be a physician assistant. Women don’t need to do
that much anyways. The husband always makes more money for their family.” I was
shocked to hear that this came from a woman at all, let alone my mom. I didn’t
understand why she would keep women confined like this or why she had such traditional
views. I felt so much anger at that moment. It was another woman suggesting to me that
my role in society was to be submissive to men and I didn’t have to be more than them. I
began to notice and think deeper about the subtle comments my family made that were
sexist and misogynistic. (Nguyen, October, 2020)
After sharing what Sydney wrote in the chat, Linda yelled:
OMG!!!! My mom is the same. And I mean, my mom has always told me that I should be
like, like I shouldn't try to stir up any trouble. Because, like, like for example, like when I
was little, I used to, I don't know what happened but I got called on by like the principal
and then I had to call my parents, and there was a whole thing and I got yelled at, because
I should have just kept my mouth shut, or whatever and just like let it happened and not
be able to do anything. (Tran, October, 2020)
Bá is the only male in our group. I turned to him and asked him his thoughts surrounding
this issue. Bá says, “I think I have more freedom than my sister. My mom never said that I have
to clean up this and that and I have to cook this, or something like that” (Ly, October, 2020).
“Kissing in Vietnamese”
I continued the session with a poem, “Kissing in Vietnamese” by Ocean Vuong and
asked the youth to share their thoughts of the poem. I noticed some of the youth were struggling
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with the poem. I told the youth to turn off their camera and spent five minutes reading the poem
and underline or highlight which line (s) stood out to them. Which line (s) was difficult to
understand and needed clarification?
Figure 5.5 shows the poem “Kissing in Vietnamese” by Ocean Vuong
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Gabriella Vu reacted, “It's kind of hard to understand, to be honest. It feels like a lot of literary
devices. That's life. It's very symbolic”. Linda added,
Um, I was gonna say, Yeah, I was gonna kind of say the same thing. Well, for me
personally poems are very hard to like because there's so much deeper than they actually
are when you look at it when I was reading it like, I was trying to understand, like, maybe
like every single line and pulling it all together. But it kind of just tells us off. It kind of
seems like it goes back to like the Vietnam War when they were trying to escape. Just
because of the talking about bodies falling in love and planes. But in general, I think it's
really hard to understand.
Sydney also expressed that the poem was difficult to understand:
Okay, I don't know if I'm like that, right, because poems aren't my strong suit either. But
It's like about how, like, like every time, like a grandmother like see someone like that
she like holds onto them. Last movement together and and like, like if, as if like chaos is
like among them in something bad's going to happen to them and like she cherishes like
they're a hug or they're laughing like cases or whatever, like, really, really cherishes them
a lot. And she asked, as if it's like their last moment together like something like that.

For a moment I doubted myself a bit. Did I introduce the right poem? I did ask for their input on
this session. However, when we went over the transcript together, I told Linda and Sydney who
were there for the data analysis session that they did understand the poem. I told them that they
brought in their lived experience when interpreting the poem. Thus, there is no right or wrong
way of understanding the poem. The poem is about sexuality, gender, and intergenerational
trauma. I told the youth how I interpreted the poem. I shared:
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So, you know, like the stereotype is for Vietnamese Americans, we don't show affection.
You know, when I was growing up, my dad never tucked me into bed and kissed me
goodnight like my friends’ parents. So like, he's trying to contrast that with the imagery
of the Vietnam War of everything and the elderly, you know your grandma. Your parents
do not show affections because they don't sometimes know how to show them right and
the way that you would want them to. I want to challenge the stereotype that Asian
Americans are asexualized. (Le, October, 2020)
Thưa Mę (Dear Mother)
I thanked the youth for sharing their thoughts on the poem. I had planned for a free write,
but based on the conversation earlier, the youth wanted to write letters to their mothers. Sydney
and Samantha shared with the group.

Hi mom,
I just wanted you to know that I am so
thankful for everything you do for me. The
love and support that you give me is endless
and I can never repay you for that. You have
been my best friend for my whole life and I
hope that you will be right here with me for a
very long time. You have made me the person
I am today and you have influenced me so
much. Thank you for everything, mom.
Love,
Sam

Dear Mom,
I’m really sorry for some of the things I’ve
done in the past. I know there’s been times
where I say rude things about the way you
speak English and I get angry at you when
you ask me to write emails so they’re
grammatically correct. I really try not to
anymore and I’ve gotten a lot more
understanding, but that doesn’t change what
I’ve done. I hope you know I appreciate you
even when it doesn’t seem like it. I don’t
know the full extent of what you’ve gone
through as a Vietnamese immigrant, but I
know it’s a lot. I know I can’t really
communicate with you fully but I’m gonna try
to change that and learn more Vietnamese. I
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want to be able to open up with you and talk
about things a lot of moms talk to their kids
about.
Sydney

Sydney said that she was really being harsh on her mother. These sessions allowed her to
reflect on her relationship with her family, especially her mother. Sydney added: “I did not know
how much my family had gone through, especially my mother. Even though we disagree on
many things, like politically, she is a Trump supporter, and holds racist and sexiest views, I still
love her. She has sacrificed so much for our family.” Samantha echoed the same sentiment as
Sydney. She chimed in, “I love my mom, and I think she is very conversative, like Trump
Republican. But I know that being an immigrant in this country is hard. She went through a lot!”
The Vietnamese American youth understand the complexity of being a
refugee/immigrant and how that experience shapes and constructs their identity. This
understanding allows them to forgive their family members, especially their mothers for being
conversative, a Trump supporter, and having a patriarchal view. This knowledge is also part of
the youth Vietnamese identity. The Vietnam War, the transtrauma, being an immigrant/refugee,
the occupations that their parents are forced to hold, and their cultural practices make up their
identities. However, the youth’s identities are not static, they don't fit a fixed duality, and are
always evolving.
Summary of Chapter
The Vietnamese American youth became poets in this chapter as they wrote and
performed poems on being Vietnamese Americans. The youth also explored sexism and
patriarchy through the writing and poetry of Ocean Vuong. The youth do not subscribe to the
dual category that the institutions have carved out for them in terms of identity. The youth’s
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identities are dynamic and always evolving, as they challenge institutions that impose
categorization on them. Some of the youths are struggling with their mothers’ internalization of
patriarchy and imposing that ideology on them. However, the youth understand the hardships
and struggles their mothers have gone through and are able to have empathy for them.
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Chapter 6: The Perception of their own racialization and that of others
Introduction
On February 21, 1965, Malcolm X was shot and killed by a gunman as he was about to
address an audience at the Organization of Afro-American Unity meeting. Malcolm X dropped
to the ground and immediately an Asian American woman ran towards him and picked him up.
She was Yuri Kochiyma, an Asian American activist during the Civil Rights Movement and a
good friend of Malcolm X. Until her death on June 1, 2014, Yuri Kochiyama dedicated her life
to the liberation of people of color (Wang, 2013).
However, the public does not know much about Yuri Kochiyama, her political work
during the Civil Rights Movement nor her friendship with Malcolm X. Institutions such as
schools and the media refuse to discuss the history of the solidarity between Asian Americans
and Black Americans. The Vietnamese American youth who participated in this project did not
know much about the Civil Rights Movement nor the solidarity between Asian Americans and
Black Americans.
Through writing activities and reflections, this session of the workshops provided the
Vietnamese American youth with a brief history of the Civil Rights Movement, and the
participation of Asian Americans in the movement. Through these activities, I hoped to have a
better understanding of how Vietnamese American youth view racism and discrimination, the
topic of this chapter. Secondly, this chapter looks at the ways Vietnamese American youth are
racialized. Then the chapter shows the struggles of Vietnamese youth as they reflect on the
tension between Asian Americans and Black Americans. Finally, the chapter ends with how the
youth internalized racialized narratives about themselves and others.
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The Civil Rights Movement
In the previous session, the youth participated in a fishbowl activity to discuss how others
view them and how they view others. This activity laid the groundwork for this session of the
workshop as the youth and I explored the perception of our own racialization and that of others. I
began the session on the Civil Rights Movement.

Figure 6.1 shows the first activity that the youth participated in (Le, 2021).

I was not surprised that most of the high school youth did not learn about the Civil Rights
Movement in school. Sydney related: “Yeah, um, I was supposed to like to learn the full thing in
a push this year, but then the course was cut because of Corona so that I didn't actually get to
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learn the full thing in depth, but I know it. Yeah” (Nguyen, October, 2020). Jeanna’s school did
not even teach about the Civil Rights Movement. Bá also said that he did not learn about the
Civil Rights Movement. Most of the youth did not know who Malcom X was. Sydney vaguely
knew who he was. She said, “Um, if I pulled up my notes. I would know. But I don't know from
the top of my head” (Nguyen, October, 2020). I then proceeded to ask the youth about someone
in the Civil Rights Movement who was more mainstream, Martin Luther King Jr. All of the
youth knew Martin Luther King Jr. Before going on to the next activity, I asked the youth to take
one or two minutes and tell me what they knew about the Civil Rights Movement. Sydney
shared:
Um, I guess I can go so even though slavery ended, many black people were still
segregated. They were so segregated from schools and stuff, and they still couldn’t go to
school with white people. But the Civil Rights movement, they ended all of this, and this
was like really one of the first major steps to equality. And also, there's a there's like a
and I know they had these things called sit ins, where they would go into restaurants like
bars that were only for white people. Yeah, and then during this it is the white people,
they would scream racial slurs at them and then. Yeah, yeah. Oh, wait. And I also know
there was this thing and during the Civil Rights Movement, somebody also had come up
with this test called and it was like a doll test and pretty much these black children, they
were presented with either a doll that represented a white person or a doll that represented
a black person and they were. And the question that people would ask like which one is
better, which skin tone is better and the black children would always pick the white one
and yeah. (Nguyen, October, 2020)
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I told the youth that Asian Americans also played a role in the Civil Rights Movement and it led
to the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, which allowed more immigrants from the Asia
Pacific Rim to enter the United States. Sydney quickly responded, “Yeah, I saw it on TikTok,
somebody like published an article on it [laughing] and I read it” (Nguyen, October, 2020). I
laughed and made a comment on how TikTok can be so educational these days. I mentioned this
on purpose because I wanted to show the youth there was solidarity between Asian Americans
and African Americans. We then moved to the second activity that appears as Figure 6.2.

The Solidarity between Asian Americans and African Americans
Figure 6.2 shows the second activity that the youth participated in (Le, 2021)
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We watched a short documentary on Richard Aoki, a Japanese American civil right activist who
was a member of the Black Panther party. The Black Panther party was a radical organization
that believed in the empowerment and liberation of Black people. The Black Panther party was
founded to address police brutality against Black people. I shared, “Nothing has changed, there is
still police brutality happening to Black folks today” (Le, October, 2020).
After the clip, I spoke about the tension between African Americans and Asian
Americans. However, behind that tension there is solidarity, which does not get shown in the
media or taught in the classrooms. For example, Yuri Kochiyama who was a civil rights activist
and a good friend with Malcolm X, fought for the rights of Black Americans and Asian
Americans during the 1950s and 1960s. I told the youth:
Asian Americans did play a role in the Civil Rights Movement and because of African
Americans, Asian Americans are having a lot of rights, I mean, we wouldn't be here if it
wasn't for black folks. You know, my family wouldn't be able to immigrate or like to be
in the U.S. if it wasn't for Black people. I just want you to know and keep it in mind,
because there is a lot of tension between the two communities. (Le, October, 2020)
I asked the youth what they thought of this? No one wanted to say anything. There was a
long pause for about a minute. Jeanna then interjected: “There was the coronavirus, the one
when they started picking on older Asian grandmas; there's like little kids who can't defend
themselves” (Hoang, October, 2020). I told the youth “Let’s bank this and we will get back to it”
(Le, October, 2020). Maybe I was uncomfortable. I rushed through it and skipped to the next
activity in which I called out words and asked students to write their reactions (see Figure 6.3
and Table 6.1 in which I display the written reactions of 4 of the students).
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Figure 6.3 is a warm activity to survey the youth’s initial thought on racism and discrimination
(Le, 2021)

Table 6.1 shows the youths’ writings of the warm-up activity. I did not edit their writings (Le, 2021)

Sydney Nguyen:

Samantha Bui:

Racism is something that runs rampant in the

racism: racism is a thing found worldwide

Asian community.

that is experienced by millions.

Despite being a minority and being oppressed, Black people : a race of people who have

141

Asian people can still be racist. They seem to

been treated wrongfully by many for

be very racist towards the black community.

generations.

Many family members told me of their own

discrimination: a thing that affects many and

discrimination that they faced coming to the

takes away opportunities from many

United States. They tell me about how other

deserving people based on race, religion,

people thought of them and saw them, but

ethnicity, gender, etc.

they are hypocrites who do the same thing to

american: a person who is a citizen of

other communities. Americans as well are

america and knows that this is where they

very racist to minority groups. Latinos can be

belong and have worked to be there.

racist too. Many white people do not

latinx: people of latin american culture that

recognize that they have white privilege. They are people of color.
seem to think that they face struggles because

white privilege: the way that some white

of their skin color. However, they are not the

people find themselves as superior to others

ones getting denied from jobs and facing

and have more rights or respect than people of

systemic racism purely for their skin color.

color.

They do not get racially profiled like black
people do.
Jeanna Hoang:
Racism - when you make fun of or talk down
about a different race/culture
Black People - an amazing race of people
which america has been letting down for years
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Discrimination - when you think your race is
more superior than another one
American - being born in the USA makes you
one
Latinx - a beautiful culture/race that buss
their butts doing jobs other Americans don't
want to do
White privilege - when you do something
wrong with a friend who’s a different race but
you don't get in trouble but your friend does

Jeanna, Sydney, and Samantha shared what came to their mind when I called out these words.
The activity was designed to engage the youth on their initial views on social issues such as
privilege and racism. The Vietnamese American youth had a solid understanding how of
marginalized folks are racialized in the United States. Some of the youths were able to tie racism
to the institutions. For example, Sydney used the word systemic racism, which was one of the
words I did not call out. Based on Sydney’s lived experience, she understood the tensions
between Black Americans and Asian Americans. When I called out the word racism, Sydney
wrote:
It is something that runs rampant in the Asian community. Despite being a minority and
being oppressed, Asian people can still be racist. They seem to be very racist towards the
black community. Many family members told me of their own discrimination that they
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faced coming to the United States. They tell me about how other people thought of them
and saw them, but they are hypocrites who do the same thing to other communities. (Le,
October, 2020)
Sydney Nguyễn understood the tensions between Black and Asian communities in the
United States. She was willing to reflect on the racism and prejudices that her family members
hold. After the workshops and learning more about the Civil Rights Movement, Sydney is taking
an initiative to challenge her family on these views. She shared:
When they say racist things, I call them out on it. I remember one time I got into a huge
fight with my parents and their friends in the car while on vacation. It was at the height of
the Black Lives Matter Movement, my parents’ friends were blaming Black folks for
looting. I told them that I would do the same and that people matter more than properties.
I explained to them about the systemic racism, and redlining, Jim Crow Laws that I
learned. Then my family’s friends argued that America’s education system has
brainwashed the youth into believing the existence of oppression. I went quiet for the
whole car ride. I got nothing to say to them. (Nguyen, November, 2020)
It was very difficult for Sydney to challenge her parents’ friends. As part of being
Vietnamese American, the expectation of a child is not to disrespect their parents and embarrass
their friends. In the dialogue that followed, Sydney shared, “my parents think I am a banana5 and
not Vietnamese anymore when I called them and their friends out on their racism” (Le,
November, 2020). However, I argue that Sydney is no more or less than being Vietnamese
American for calling out her parents and their friends on their anti- blackness. In fact, Sydney is
transcending on what it means to be Vietnamese American. Sydney is not adhering to the binary

5

A banana is slang for a person who is Asian, but has the mannerism of a white person. The person is
yellow on the outside, but white on the inside just like a banana.
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categories that some scholars such as Zhou and Bankston III, (1998) and Nguyen (2012) have
mapped out for her in terms of identities and belongings, which simplify and confine her
experiences as a Vietnamese American.
Sydney refuses to buy into the model minority myth that paints Black/Brown Americans
as criminals and Asian Americans as model minorities. By challenging her parents and their
friends on their anti-Blackness, she is building that solidarity between Asian Americans and
Black Americans. She is redefining what it means to be racialized and categorized as Vietnamese
Americans. After all, cultural practices are dynamic, fluid, and evolving.
I got a sense of an understanding of what the youth knew about privilege, discrimination,
and racism. The word Black evoked for Jeanna the adjective “amazing.” And both Jeanna and
Samantha recognized that Blacks “have been let down,” and “treated wrongfully. All the youth
recognized that racism “runs rampant,” as Sydney said, “found worldwide,” and “experienced by
millions” (Samantha). All of the youth used comparison terms when talking about discrimination
and white privilege. They expressed that it was about feeling that “your race is more superior”
(Jeanna) and that “you’re superior to others,” with “more rights or respect” (Samantha). The
activity set the tone for the free writing activities, in which the youth had to write about a time
when they were discriminated against and a time when they discriminated against someone.
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Figure 6.4 shows the first free write activity (Le, 2021)

Sydney Nguyen:

Samantha Bui:

A time when I felt I was being discriminated

A time I felt I was being discriminated against

against because of my race was when I was

because of my race was when I was at my

over my friends house. My friend had a

sister’s district band concert. My mom and I

brother, and the brother had his friends over

came to support my sister at a nearby high

that day as well. When we were all together in school. We sat in the front row so we could
the living room, the friends of the brother

see her and there was another family sitting in

made “a joke” about me eating their dogs.

the same row. We sat multiple seats away, but
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Racism against Asian people is too

for some reason they still got up and left. I

normalized nowadays. Many teenagers and

didn’t understand at the moment, but my mom

even adults do not understand that racism is

later explained that it was because we are

not just about not liking a race, but about

Asian and they were afraid we had corona

stereotypes assigned to them and racism in the because of it. I didn’t know much about
system. I’ve seen some people say things

corona yet, because it was new and quarantine

during coronavirus that are like “I saw an

hadn’t started yet. It made me feel bad though.

Asian person and had to move.” They then

I was also really sad and mad that people

proceeded to say it was a joke. Seemingly

actually thought this way. They thought that

because the virus came from an Asian

because of our race we had a contagious

country, people just assign the harmful

disease which at the time was still overseas.

stereotype to all asian people. Nowadays,

We were discriminated against for something

there are still kids at my school who pull their

we had no control over and for a disease that

eyes back. They also make comments when

we didn’t have. Discrimination isn’t

their eyes look closed that are like “My eyes

something that has to be said to your face

are so Asian,” as though having eyes like

sometimes it’s just the little gestures that

Asian people are a bad thing. They don’t even

show that they don’t think of you the way

realize the true impact these words have on

they think about everyone else. Even if the

the Asian community. If any Asian person

tables were turned I don’t know if I could ever

were to say anything back, they would call us

do something like that to them.

“sensitive” and “dramatic.”

Discrimination is a hurtful and cruel thing to
experience.
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Bá Ly:

Jeanna Hoang:

khoảng thời gian mà em cảm thấy mình bị

A time that I felt like I was being

phân biệt đối xử là khoảng vào 1 năm trước,

discriminated against because my race was

khi em vừa mới sang Mỹ được 2 tháng. Lúc

when this guy said that Asians are the highest

em vào trường học thì em không hiểu tất cả

earning minority group so that means we can't

mọi người đang nói gì. Thì có một số bạn tỏ

be oppressed against. Anyone can get a

ra như là người này không hiểu tiếng Anh và

doctorate or become a lawyer, not just Asians.

có những hành động như racism em. Khi em

It all depends whether or not you work hard

nói tiếng Việt trong trường với một số bạn

for your goal. At the time I knew it was very

khác, thì có vài bạn cười nhạo và nói rằng bạn

wrong that he said that but I also didn't know

đang nói tiếng gì nghe funny vậy. Các bạn đó

much and could keep the debate going to fight

liên tục hỏi em về những từ dirty talk in

for myself. I know what I should do next time

Vietnamese, như kiểu em đang bị làm trò cười that happens and hopefully there isn't a next
cho các bạn. But I don't really care them until
now. Và vài tháng trước thì bọn họ nói rằng
em người Asian nên có corona không nên tiếp
xúc với em. Nó làm em uncomfortable.
[A time when I felt discriminated against was
about one year ago, I just came to the United
States and began school. I did not understand
what the students were saying. Some of the
students discriminated against me because of

time.
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my lack of command of English. When I
spoke Vietnamese, they laughed at me and
said “what funny language are you speaking?”
They also asked me to teach dirty words in
Vietnamese. I felt so uncomfortable, and I
didn’t care that much. Now with the
coronavirus, they think all Asians have
Corona.]

Mindy Pham:

Cindy Truong:

A time I felt discriminated about my race was

A time where I felt discriminated against was

when in middle school when the majority of

when I was in a classroom during 8th grade

my classmates pull back their eyes and said

with people I've known for a year to nine

racists sayings such as “Ching Chong”. This

years. The lights were off and the teacher

happened more than times I can count because wanted to get my attention but he didn't know
it happened to me at such young age and

who I was because he couldn't see. He asked

going forward. These were people I grew up

my classmates for my name and one person

with and over time they became educated

yelled out "Ling Ling". That hurt my pride a

about what was right and wrong. I came to

bit but it also made me question why they

realization that what they were doing was

pick on me.

wrong and overtime I started to become aware
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and more offensive about things like that.

Being Racialized
Some of the central themes that Mindy, Linda, and Sydney picked out were the model
minority myth, being othered, and being made fun of because of their physical appearance.
During the data analysis session, Sydney shared with the group, “They think I am like super
smart and has tiger parents” (Nguyen, November, 2020). Linda added,
Oh, I never emailed you my writing for this. I had been made fun of because of my
physical appearance, especially my eyes, like they always pulled them back. I felt like I
don’t belong in this country. And now with the coronavirus, they now think we all have
the virus and spreading it. I never feel like I am American. (Tran, November, 2020)
Mindy related to Linda, “I never feel that like you know I belong in this country at times even
though I was born here” (Pham, November, 2020). Some of the Vietnamese American youths’
feeling of not belonging is not isolated, but it is tied to America’s violent policies of treating
Asian Americans as others and being the forever foreigners. In the following paragraphs, I
discuss laws that treated Asian Americans as foreigners and how they are tied to the model
minority myth.
The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882
The Chinese Exclusion Act was signed by President Chester Arthur in 1882. The Chinese
Exclusion Act prevented immigrant from China coming into the United States. The Act also
prevented Chinese American already living in the United States from becoming U.S. citizens. In
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addition, Chinese Americans needed to carry certificate of residency. Those who were caught not
carrying the special document were sent to hard labor (Soennichsen, 2011).
Executive Order 9066
Another law that was signed by President Franklin Roosevelt on February 19, 1942 that
othered Asian Americans was Executive Order 9066. The order forced American citizens of
Japanese heritage to leave their homes and relocate in detention camps in remote areas of
Arkansas, Wymoming, Arizona, Idaho, California, and Utah. Japanese Americans were
considered as enemies of the United States after Japan bombed Pearl Harbor in 1941 (Takaki,
1998).
The Forever Foreigners
The constructed image of Asian American students as forever foreigners is grounded in
institutional laws of the United States. Samantha, Sydney, and Bá are othered by being racialized
as barbaric and inferior. Mindy was othered by her physical appearance. Sydney wrote: “My
friend had a brother, and the brother had his friends over that day as well. When we were all
together in the living room, the friends of the brother made ‘a joke’ about me eating their dogs”
(Nguyen, October, 2020). This fits into Edward Said (1979) notion of Orientalism, that Asians
are barbaric. Kubota writes: “The Orient is discursively constructed as abnormal and inferior, in
sharp contrast with the image of Europe as normal and superior” (Kubota, 2020, p. 440).
The othering of Asian Americans as barbaric and uncivilized has been heightened during
this pandemic. Since the coronavirus originated from a wet market in China, Asian Americans
are being blamed for the pandemic. This is notable to Bá and Samantha. Bá writes : “Và vài
tháng trước thì bọn họ nói rằng em người Asian nên có corona không nên tiếp xúc với em. Nó
làm em uncomfortable” [Now with the coronavirus, they think all Asians have Corona.] (Ly,
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October, 2020). Bá’s classmates accused him of having coronavirus because he is Asian. He felt
sad and uncomfortable for being blamed for the coronavirus.
Samantha wrote:
When I was at my sister’s district band concert. My mom and I came to support my sister
at a nearby high school. We sat in the front row so we could see her and there was
another family sitting in the same row. We sat multiple seats away, but for some reason
they still got up and left. I didn’t understand at the moment, but my mom later explained
that it was because we are Asian, and they were afraid we had corona because of it. I
didn’t know much about corona yet, because it was new, and quarantine hadn’t started
yet. It made me feel bad though. I was also really sad and mad that people actually
thought this way. They thought that because of our race we had a contagious disease
which at the time was still overseas. We were discriminated against for something we had
no control over and for a disease that we didn’t have. Discrimination isn’t something that
has to be said to your face sometimes it’s just the little gestures that show that they don’t
think of you the way they think about everyone else. Even if the tables were turned I
don’t know if I could ever do something like that to them. Discrimination is a hurtful and
cruel thing to experience. (Bui, October, 2020)

We were doing this project at the height of the coronavirus pandemic. Former president
Donald Trump blamed the coronavirus on China and its people, calling it the “China virus” and
“Kung Flu.” Trump helped fuel the racial discrimination against Asian Americans. However,
anti-Asian hate is tied to U.S. imperial history from colonialism to the Vietnam War (American
War) and the deportation of Southeast Asian refugees. It is grounded in the othering of Asian
Americans, the forever foreigners.
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Diem Nguyễn’s (2012) work with Vietnamese high school youth in Seattle surrounding
citizenship, belonging, and racialization found that the youth had been racialized as others by
their peers and teachers. Through Nguyen’s ethnographic research, she discovered the youth
resisted being racialized as others by forming their own community with other Vietnamese
students in their “ESL” classroom.
Like the Vietnamese American high school in Seattle, the Vietnamese American youth in
the Philadelphia metropolitan area are being racialized as others through their physical
appearance. Mindy Pham shared an experience where she was made fun of because of her
physical appearance. She wrote:
A time I felt discriminated about my race was when in middle school when the majority
of my classmates pull back their eyes and said racists sayings such as “Ching Chong”.
This happened more than times I can count because it happened to me at such a young
age and going forward. These were people I grew up with and over time they became
educated about what was right and wrong. I came to realize that what they were doing
was wrong and overtime I started to become aware and more offensive about things like
that. (Pham, October, 2020)
Since middle school, Mindy’s body has been racialized as Other, not White, and thus not
American. Mindy’s classmates saw her as the same as other Asian ethnic groups. Mindy neither
has small eyes nor speaks Chinese. By mapping on stereotypical features of East Asian
Americans, Mindy’s classmates erased her complex identity and painted Asian Americans as a
monolithic group. Mindy’s reaction gave me a flashback to elementary school, when one of my
classmates called me a ‘China boy.”
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The othering of Asian Americans makes Bá feel inferior. The feeling of inferiority as a
Vietnamese American was felt by Bá when he first arrived in Camden, New Jersey as a teenager
from Vietnam. Bá wrote:
Khoảng thời gian mà em cảm thấy mình bị phân biệt đối xử là khoảng vào 1 năm trước,
khi em vừa mới sang Mỹ được 2 tháng. Lúc em vào trường học thì em không hiểu tất cả
mọi người đang nói gì. Thì có một số bạn tỏ ra như là người này không hiểu tiếng Anh và
có những hành động như racism em. Khi em nói tiếng Việt trong trường với một số bạn
khác, thì có vài bạn cười nhạo và nói rằng bạn đang nói tiếng gì nghe funny vậy. [A time
when I felt discriminated against was about one year ago, I just came to the United States
and began school. I did not understand what the students were saying. Some of the
students discriminated against me because of my lack of command of English. When I
spoke Vietnamese, they laughed at me and said “what funny language are you
speaking?”]. (Ly, October, 2020)
About a year ago, two months into Bá’s arrival in Camden, New Jersey, he did not know
any English and spoke mostly Vietnamese in the classrooms. Bá’s peers looked down on him.
They believed he was not intelligent. They said, “what language are you speaking? It sounds
funny” (Ly, October, 2020). Bá and his language practices were being racialized as other and
inferior. The Vietnamese language sounds funny and foreign. Angela Reyes (2007)’s
ethnographic study of Southeast Asian American youth in Philadelphia found that their language
practices racialized them as others.
Bá felt that he was the laughing stock of the classroom. He wrote: “Các bạn đó liên tục
hỏi em về những từ dirty talk in Vietnamese, như kiểu em đang bị làm trò cười cho các bạn. But
I don't really care about them until now” [My classmates wanted to know all of the dirty words
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in Vietnamese] (Le, October, 2020). Bá believes that his classmates think the Vietnamese
language is beneath them and it only has dirty words to offer. He did not think much about it
back then until he participated in this collaborative project. The notion that the Vietnamese
language isn’t valued as English tied back to Edward Said’s notion of Orientalism (1979) that the
East including its languages is uncivilized.
The Model Minority Myth
Ryuko Kubota (2020) expands the othering of Asian Americans as part of the notion of
orientalism to urban education and language education vis-a-vis Asian American students.
Kuboto describes the labeling of Asian American students as the forever foreigners is tied to the
model minority myth. This image of the forever foreigners is “reproduced through popular
culture, which often portrays Asians as smart yet passive, submissive, and nerdy with visual
images that evoke foreignness and accented English” (Kubota, 2020, p. 443).
Jeanna felt that her experience with racism was being invalidated because of the model
minority myth. Jeanna wrote:
This guy said that Asians are the highest earning minority group so that means we can't
be oppressed against. Anyone can get a doctorate or become a lawyer, not just Asians. It
all depends whether or not you work hard for your goal. At the time I knew it was very
wrong that he said that, but I also didn't know much and could keep the debate going to
fight for myself. I know what I should do next time that happens and hopefully there isn't
a next time. (Hoang, October, 2020)
Jeanna’s experience highlights the need to disaggregate the data on Asian Americans as I
mentioned earlier in this chapter. Lisa Lowe (1996) believes that even the term and the category,
Asian American and Pacific Islander is problematic, because it essentializes and erases the
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dynamic lived experiences of Asian Americans. Lowe argues that the model minority myth is
part of the Orientalism discourse discussed by Said (1979), which paints Asian Americans as
homogenous. Lowe advocates for the heterogeneity, hybridity, and multiplicity lenses to assist
Asian Americans in understanding “the material conditions of Asians in the United States,
conditions in excess of the dominant, orientalist construction of Asian Americans” (Lowe, 1996,
p. 67). I will trace the history of the model minority myth and how it has become a tool in
maintaining white supremacy.
On January 9, 1966, The New York Times ran a story, titled: "Success story: Japanese
American style." In the story, sociologist William Petersen emphasized family structure and hard
work, which allowed Japanese Americans to overcome racial discrimination and achieve success
in the United States. Professor Petersen wrote:
Barely more than 20 years after the end of wartime camps, this is a minority that has risen
above even prejudiced criticism. By any criterion of good citizenship that we choose, the
Japanese Americans are better than any other group in our society, including native-born
whites. They have established this remarkable record, moreover, by their own almost
totally unaided effort. (Petersen, 1966, p.33)
After the publication of this news piece, the term model minority was born. Numerous
news articles followed suit and wrote about the success of various Asian American groups (Wu,
2015).
The model minority myth is problematic as it pits Asian Americans against Black and
Latinx Americans. It is interesting that the model minority myth was coined at the end of the
Civil Rights Movement with the passing of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and 1965 Voting Rights
Act (Wu, 2015). I argue that this was intentionally done to maintain white power. It is a tool used
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to divide and conquer. Just two decades before, in the 1940s and 1950s, whites had viewed Asian
Americans (Chinese and Japanese) as “unassimilable aliens unfit for membership in the nation.
Americans had subjected so-called Orientals to the regime of Asiatic Exclusion, marking them as
definitively not-white, and systematically shutting them out of civic participation...” (Wu, 2015,
p. 2). The model minority myth was invented to remove the responsibilities of the United States
government from the daily lives of Black Americans at the end of the Civil Rights Movement.
That burden was then placed on the shoulders of Black Americans. If Black Americans do not
achieve success like other marginalized groups such as Asian Americans, they are at fault.
The model minority myth is also extremely dangerous for Asian Americans. The model
minority myth downplays the racism that Asian Americans have experienced. It also paints
Asian Americans as a monolithic group. Asian Americans are a diverse group with different
social, economic backgrounds and immigration experiences. For example, many East Asian and
South Asian Americans are economic immigrants. They came after the Immigration and
Nationality Act of 1965, which allowed highly skilled and educated immigrants from East Asia
and South Asia to immigrate to the United States. On the other hand, many Southeast Asian
Americans are refugees; they came to the United States as a result of the U.S involvement in the
Vietnam War (American War).
In terms of education, Asian American students are positioned as doing well
academically. It is true that in the aggregated data Asian American students as a whole do very
well. However, in the disaggregated data, Southeast Asian American youth are underperforming
academically compared to their East Asian and South Asian counterparts (Ngo & Lee, 2007).
The consequence of the model minority myth is that Southeast Asian American students are not
getting the support that they need to help them in schools. As a whole, the percentage of
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Southeast Asian American refugees who have not completed high school or passed the GED is
more than double the national average, at the rate of 30%. Roughly 16% of Southeast Asian
refugees live below the poverty line in the United States (SEARAC, 2020).
When I developed this workshop, my intention was to counter this dominant race
narrative in the United States. With this in mind, I designed this workshop to show the history of
solidarity between Black communities and Asian American communities. It is important for the
youth to understand and know about this solidarity.
Before this workshop, most of the Vietnamese youth did not know much about the Civil
Rights Movement. During the analysis, Gabriella said, “I don’t feel that bad anymore, I thought I
was the ignorant one here” (Vu, November, 2020). Sydney had some knowledge about the Civil
Rights Movement from social media platforms such as TikTok. The youth did not know who
Malcom X was, but they knew who Martin Luther King Jr. was. It is not surprising that the
youth’s schools did not teach about Malcom X since he was more radical. The United States
government has erased all of the radical elements of Martin Luther King Jr.’s view. The
government then repackaged Martin Luther King Jr.’s image into an anti-violent activist who
fought for equality for all people. This makes him more palatable to the mainstream American
public. When I told Mindy, Gabriella, Linda, and Sydney about this fact, they understood why
they did not learn about Malcom X, but only about Martin Luther King Jr.
One of the themes that became very clear to the youth during the analysis was that the
Civil Rights Movement was not taught to them in schools. Sydney questioned, “Now it all makes
sense to me. I learned that Christopher Columbus discovered America, but later on in life I found
that the Native Americans were already living there. The lands were stolen from the Native
Americans through killing. Omg it has all been a lie” (Nguyen, November, 2020). It is no
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accident that none of the Vietnamese American youth learned about the Civil Rights Movement
in schools. The United States has a history of being very hostile to implementing curriculum that
highlights the history, language, and lived experiences of marginalized communities. This
position is reflected in the laws and policies that were passed prohibiting the teaching of
bilingual education, ethnic studies, and critical race theory.
Institutional erasure of marginalized communities’ languages and histories
In 1998, Proposition 227 was passed in California by voters, essentially eliminating
bilingual education programs. The proposition intended to assimilate language minoritized
students into white monolingual cultural practices. The proposition “prohibited the use of home
language instruction in teaching emergent bilinguals” (García & Kleifgen, 2018, p.38). Students
who were classified as English Language Learners were required to be placed in English-only
instruction for only one year. After one year they were then placed in mainstream classrooms.
Similar bills were passed in Arizona and Massachusetts (García & Kleifgen, 2018).
Following the banning of bilingual education in states such as California, Massachusetts,
and Arizona, in May 2010, Arizona lawmakers signed HB 2281 into law, which prohibited
Arizona’s School District from teaching any courses or classes that amplified the voices of
particular groups over the others, advocated for ethnic solidarity, promoted the overthrow of the
United States government, and resentment towards one race or class (AZ. HB2281, 2010). In
2012, Tom Horne, the Superintendent of Tucson Unified School District in Arizona used Bill HB
2281 to ban Mexican American Studies program in high school in Tucson. Books such as The
Pedagogy of the Oppressed by Paulo Freire were banned in the classrooms (Medina & Walker,
2018).

159

Recently, Florida, Arkansas, Oklahoma, Texas, Tennessee, and Idaho have passed
legislation banning the teaching of critical race theory. According to Newsweek Magazine,
Florida’s governor Ron DeSantis stated that the teaching of critical race theory in schools would
teach children that "the country is rotten and that our institutions are illegitimate” (Dutton, 2021).
Texas legislation passed House Bill 3979, prohibiting the teaching of slavery and racism (Foster
et al., 2021).
It is not the youth’s fault for not knowing who Malcolm X and Yuri Kochiyama were. I
told the youth that this was done on purpose, and they should not feel embarrassed for not
knowing. The youth’s school's refusal to teach about the Civil Rights Movement and the
solidarity between Asian American activists and Black activists is rooted in laws and policies
that are meant to promote whiteness as the norm and white supremacy. The youth couldn’t learn
about systemic racism and have a critical analysis of how institutions in the United States such as
the education system, the criminal justice system, and the labor market uphold racist policies in
order to benefit white people.
This free write activity, we can see that the youth are racialized as others through the
myth of the model minority, their language, their physical appearance, and what are perceived as
uncivilized behaviors. However, I also wanted to understand how the youth racialized others. In
the next activity, I asked the youth to write about a time they discriminated against someone
because of their race.
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Figure 6.5 The last free write activity that asks the youth to reflect on a time when they
discriminated against someone else (Le, 2020).

Jeanna Hoang:

Bá Ly:

A time I discriminated against someone else

Tôi không bao giờ phân biệt đối xử với bất cứ

was when I was in a different friend group. In

ai, dù họ giàu hay nghèo, nhưng đã có lúc tôi
nảy sinh ý tưởng phân biệt chủng tộc, đó là

this friend group it was normal to make fun of

khi tôi ở Việt Nam và xem một video trên

each other's race or stereotypes. I did not

youtube về các dân tộc miền núi. này làm cho

participate that much but I did say the n word

tôi cảm thấy không thoải mái về phong tục cũ.
có thể nói là mê tín dị đoan. tôi nghĩ rằng bây

and called someone the s word. They let me

giờ là thời đại tiên tiến hơn rất nhiều tại sao

and didn’t have a problem with it because

vẫn còn những thứ này. Và sau đó tôi nhận ra

they did the same back. Looking back, if I

là tôi đã sai bởi vì họ có thể vẫn chưa tiếp xúc
với những thứ mới mẻ này và họ vẫn còn ở
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could go back in time, I would change my

vùng sâu vùng xa.

ways and never do that again.

[I don’t discriminate against anyone
regardless of their race or social economic
backgrounds. However, when I was living in
Vietnam, I had views of people living in the
mountain areas of Vietnam as uncivilized. I
saw the ways they were living on youtube and
I thought to myself their cultural practices
were backward. However, after learning more
about the ethnic minorities living in the
mountains of Vietnam, I thought their cultural
practices were backward because they did not
have opportunities to interact with folks living
in the cities.]

Sydney Nguyen:

Mindy Pham:

A time when I discriminated against someone

A time where I discriminated against someone

because of their race was when I met a new

because of their race was because I was

Asian friend. When I met her, I asked if her

younger and I followed what others did. I did

mom owned a nail salon since a lot of asian

not know it was something wrong to do for

parents did. Now, I realize that this was

example, I used to say my friends were stupid

discriminatory and was a stereotype that

because they were Mexican. This really

people should not be playing into. Just like

maddened me as I got older because of how

stereotypes about other races, this one was

ignorant I sounded. I did know the difference
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just as harmful and promotes discrimination

between bullying someone and making fun of

towards the Asian community. Instead of

them, but I didn’t know much about race.

criminalizing black people or saying that all
Mexicans were illegal immigrants, this is like
an assumption that Asian people could only
do nails. It was just another stereotype.

Samantha Bui:

Cindy Truong:

This is a rather difficult topic to write about
because I don’t believe I really discriminate

A time where I discriminated against someone

against anyone else...

because of their race would be when I was

A time I discriminated against someone was

younger because I listened to everything my

when I guess I stereotyped someone thinking

parents would say about blacks and latinos. I

they were this not so bright, athletic, white

didn't know that it was just their opinion about

person. As I got to know them I realized they

the races so I believed them. I was wary when

were actually really smart and not at all what I they were in the room and wouldn't want to be
thought. They were kind, funny, smart, and a

friends with them because they might cause

really good person overall. I shouldn’t have

unwanted trouble.

assumed what they were like before actually
getting to know them.

The Youths’ Racialization of Others
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Bá is the only one in the group who knows how to write and read Vietnamese. I always
emphasized during the workshops for the youth to use all of their linguistics repertoire. During
this workshop, Bá asked if he could use Vietnamese because he was comfortable using
Vietnamese to talk about this topic. During the analysis part of this section, Sydney, Linda, and
Mindy expressed how difficult it was when the topic flipped on them. Sydney shared with the
group, “I guess it is easier to share with folks like if you are the victim, but it is much harder if
you are the preparator” (Nguyen, November, 2020). I thanked the youth for their bravery.
The United States is a racialized society, I also wanted the youth to reflect on a time
when they racialized other racial groups. The Vietnamese youth picked up the dominant
narrative of racialization of marginalized groups and mapped it on to them. Mindy wrote:
A time where I discriminated against someone because of their race was because I was
younger and I followed what others did. I did not know it was something wrong to do for
example, I used to say my friends were stupid because they were Mexican. This really
maddened me as I got older because of how ignorant I sounded. I did know the difference
between bullying someone and making fun of them, but I didn’t know much about race
(last name, date).
Cindy picked up racist views about Black and Latinx folks via her parents. She wrote:
A time where I discriminated against someone because of their race would be when I was
younger because I listened to everything my parents would say about Blacks and Latinos.
I didn't know that it was just their opinion about their races so I believed them. I was
wary when they were in the room and wouldn't want to be friends with them because they
might cause unwanted trouble (Truong, October, 2020).
Bá was the only one in the group that had a different experience than the rest of the group in
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terms of stereotyping others. Bá came to the United State as a teenager and he reflected on his
experience on a stereotype he had of ethnic minorities in Vietnam. There are 54 ethnic minorities
in Vietnam (McLeod & Nguyen, 2001). Bá used to believe that they were uncivilized. Bá shared:
Tôi không bao giờ phân biệt đối xử với bất cứ ai, dù họ giàu hay nghèo, nhưng đã có lúc
tôi nảy sinh ý tưởng phân biệt chủng tộc, đó là khi tôi ở Việt Nam và xem một video trên
youtube về các dân tộc miền núi, này làm cho tôi cảm thấy không thoải mái về phong tục
cũ. Có thể nói là mê tín dị đoan. Tôi nghĩ rằng bây giờ là thời đại tiên tiến hơn rất nhiều
tại sao vẫn còn những thứ này. [I don’t discriminate against anyone regardless of their
race or social economic backgrounds. However, when I was living in Vietnam, I had
views of people living in the mountain areas of Vietnam as uncivilized. I saw the ways
they were living on YouTube and I thought to myself their cultural practices were
backward. However, after learning more about the ethnic minorities living in the
mountains of Vietnam, I thought their cultural practices were backward because they did
not have opportunities to interact with folks living in the cities]. (Ly, October, 2020)
These stereotypes that some of the Vietnamese American youth shared with the group fit
into the institutionalized narrative of the criminalization of Black/Brown and indigenous people.
During the analysis, some of the youth reflected on this view. Some of the youth regretted the
stereotypes they placed on others. The activity was difficult because it forced them to reflect on
their actions/views that hurt others. However, some of the youth who participated in the analysis
of the workshop expressed their appreciation for this activity as it helped them grow. Sydney
shared: “I am glad I participated in this activity, I was ashamed that a lot of Vietnamese people
are in the nails industry, including some of my family members so I assumed every Asians do
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nails” (Nguyen, November, 2020). I reminded Sydney of the brief history of the nails industry
and why many Vietnamese Americans are in it.
Summary of Chapter
The United States is a racialized country, through interactions with their peers and
institutions such as schools, the Vietnamese American youth are being racialized as others by
seeing them as model minorities, uncivilized, inferior, and being different. The youth also picked
dominated stereotypes and myths of themselves and others, then mapped those views onto
themselves and other marginalized groups.
However, the youth are not to blame for internalizing these stereotypes. The schools did
not properly teach them about the Civil Rights Movement, the solidarity between Black
Americans and Asian Americans, or center their lived experience. This is done intentionally, as
the United States has a history of denying students of color an education that centers their
language practices, history, and lived experience. However, some of the Vietnamese youth are
doing their best to challenge these stereotypes through challenging their parents and parents’
friends on their racist views of Black Americans. In the next chapter, I will discuss the
experience of Vietnamese Americans at schools and their language practices.
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Chapter 7: Schooling, Language, and Bilingualism
Introduction
After settling down in Philadelphia, with the help of a family’s friend, I began first grade at
Child’s Elementary School. I only spoke Vietnamese, a language that was socially constructed
by the French and Portuguese to make it easier to convert Vietnamese to Catholicism (Su, 2004).
The only English words I knew were “hello” and “goodbye.” I had never stepped foot in a formal
classroom. I felt strange and out of place. The desks, computers, overhead projector in the
classroom looked very foreign to me. I remember my first day of school, and I did not know how
to ask permission to use the bathroom. That afternoon, I did not use the bathroom until I got
home. My dad wrote a note “I need to use the bathroom” on an index card for me to carry around
at school.
I felt ashamed that I did not know English. If only I were fluent in English, I could help
my mother ask the butcher at the supermarket for chicken wings. Instead, my mother said
“chicken” and then proceeded to make flapping wing movements with her two arms. The butcher
and shoppers surrounding us laughed. I felt ashamed under the white gaze (Fanon, 2008) and
walked away from my mother. On our way home from the supermarket, we remained silent like
strangers–– strangers in this foreign land.
For the first month, my teacher did not know what to do with me. I sat in the back of the
class. Someday, I colored and on others I did math problems and solved puzzles. By the second
month, the school got a paraprofessional who was fluent in Cantonese, English, and Vietnamese.
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He helped interpret assignments that were assigned by my teacher. At the same time, I was
placed in an English as a Second Language program (ESL). Everyday Mrs. Santoyo, my ESL
teacher, pulled other immigrant students and me out of our mainstream classes to learn English
for an hour. I remember feeling at ease because there were other kids in my position.
In Mrs. Santoyo’s class I was not isolated in the back of the classroom and left to color.
The students in Mrs. Santoyo’s class were mostly from Cambodia, China, Laos, and Vietnam. I
was very happy that there was another Vietnamese student in the classroom. She knew more
English than me. However, Mrs. Santoyo forbade me to speak to my Vietnamese classmates in
Vietnamese. Mrs. Santoyo would say: “You are here in this classroom to learn English; only use
English please.” I struggled during the first year because I couldn’t leverage my home language
to learn English. At that moment, I felt as if a part of my tongue was cut out to make room for
the English language. I felt isolated again and did not belong in the class. I struggled learning
English during the first year at school in Philadelphia.

Mrs. Santoyo was not different from others; she was enforcing the structure of
domination in an education system which upholds white supremacy that seeks to exclude and
marginalize language minoritized students. The school system forces language minoritized
students to erase their histories, languages, cultures, and tries to assimilate them into white
monolingual values and norms.
The Vietnamese American youth who participated in the collaborative project of my
dissertation were denied the right to study and know their language and histories. This chapter
begins with the sharing of pictures that the youth took about how they used their bilingualism in
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daily life. I employ Wendy Lutrell’s (2020) collaborative seeing inquiry to analyze the pictures
that the youth took.
Then I examine the youths’ views about their language practices. I learned that the youth
regretted not learning how to read and write in Vietnamese. I had the youth write letter to
themselves regarding what would happen if they knew how to read and write in Vietnamese. The
chapter ends with a discussion on how schools act as a site of disremembering, racialization, and
discrimination.

The Photographs

Figure 7.1 shows the introduction of the session (Le, 2020)
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Every session started with a check-in. Some of the youth immediately asked me what is the
meaning of ngôn ngữ and sông ngữ? I told them ngôn ngữ means language and sông ngữ means
bilingualism.
In the previous session, I had asked the youth to take pictures of the people and bilingual
practices in their daily life. However, COVID- 19 prevented the youth from venturing out in
their neighborhoods to take pictures. Most of the youth took pictures of their family engaging in
everyday activities. I present some of the pictures in Figure 7.2, along with what (and how) the
students described what was going on in the pictures.
Figure 7.2 The youth shared the pictures they took over Zoom (Le, 2020)
In this photo, my grandmother was cooking a
Vietnamese dish (I don't know the name of it).
I asked if I could take a picture of her and told
her to just continue what she was doing. It
was kinda like an off guard picture but it
looked great. She is the main cook in the
house and I hope someday I can learn to make
all of her delicious meals for my future
family.
****
Jeanna Hoang
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The picture I chose is of my grandma
watching on her phone about the presidential
debate. My grandma was watching this one
Facebook on a Vietnamese channel, which is
biased. The news channel in Vietnamese was
really biased and my Grandma believes
everything she hears. This makes me wonder
why we have class today about why we need
to analyze a source if it is reliable or not. But
that picture of her shows much of how
generations have passed to her generation on
new advancing technology.
*****
Mindy Pham
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I took this photo because most days, my
grandma is cooking for our family. When I sit
at the counter, she asks me in Vietnamese to
taste her food and tell her if it’s too salty,
bland, etc. Interactions with my grandma are
the only ones that are completely Vietnamese.
She is the only one in the house who doesn’t
know how to speak English so I am forced to
get more practice with my native language.
Sometimes, I’ll try to say things in English if I
don’t know how to in Vietnamese. My
favorite thing is coming home from school
and asking “what is there to eat?” in
Vietnamese.
*****
Sydney Nguyen
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I chose this photo bc it reminds me of when I
was back in Vietnam visiting family. I have a
relatively large family with the majority of my
mom's side still in Vietnam. I don't get to go
back often so taking photos of the area around
me makes me feel like I'm back there. This is
a photo of the outside of my mom's cousin's
house in the countryside. Even when I am
back in Vietnam, I don't visit the area a lot so
this photo reminds me of my time there. Plus,
in the back, they grow their own fruits like
chôm chôm and Nhãn Lồng.
****
Cindy Truong

One might ask why I asked the youth to take pictures of their daily routines in a Language and
Bilingualism session. I consider photographs language. Through these photos that the youth
took, I was able to have a glimpse of the youth language practice.
Food is a Language
During our analysis of the section, some of the youths noticed that they only took pictures
of their grandparents' daily routines in the house such as cooking or watching the news. Mindy
laughed and said, “That is all they do is cook” (Pham, November, 2020). Some of the youth were
able to connect language and food. Sydney chimed in, “food is our love language. It’s not about
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us being fed, but it is about our grandparents showing us love. We have a lot of material things
already and they can’t give us those, but they can give us their delicious home cooking. It is
simple, but I love it” (Nguyen, November, 2020). The common theme that the youth identified
for this activity is their love and affection for their grandparents. Their grandparents fully
participated in every aspect of their lives since they were babies. And it was clear that their
grandparents also were the keepers of whatever bilingual lives they were leading.
The I phone’s Camera as Stories Teller
For this part of the analysis of this session, I employ Wendy Lutrell’s (2020)
collaborative seeing inquiry to analyze the pictures that the youth took. Collaborative seeing is
an inquiry that requires the researcher to take on a reflexive and iterative lens and to disrupt the
power dynamic between adults and youth. It anchors itself in narrative and visual analyses
(Fontaine and Lutrell, 2015). There are three elements to collaborative seeing inquiry: the first is
the co-construction of meaning-making that is repetitive and generated by multiple audiences.
The second is the immersion in the visual materials of the children and being reflective about
them. The third is to actively look and listen to children/youth’s work, which means being fully
attentive to them.
In 2003, Wendy Lutrell gave disposable cameras to 36 elementary school students and
instructed them to take photos that captured what was important to them. The children took
pictures of their apartments, toys, and their parents caring for them. Wendy Lutrell argues that
the children used their cameras to fight invisibility. Lutrell (2020) states, “aware that their own
and their family’s activities and values might be suspect, the young people seemed compelled to
show their recognition of mutual care in their lives and learning, and they wished their acts of
care-conscious seeing (and of rendering visible) to be witnessed and understood” (p. 22).
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I did not ask the youth to specifically take pictures of their grandparents engaging in daily
routines at home. One of the key elements of collaborative seeing inquiry is reflection. The youth
and I reflected on these photos. I learned that the Vietnamese youth come from working class
families. Jeanna, Mindy, and Sydney's grandparents have been living with them since they were
born. When they were younger, their grandparents took care of them while their parents worked.
This helped ease the cost of daycare for the youth’s families when they were babies. The
Vietnamese youth live in a three -generation household. This labor by the youth grandparents is
oftentimes not acknowledged by schools or institutions. The youth highlighted their
grandparents’ care. Through the youth’s reflections of these photographs, I learned that the youth
understand the complexity and nuances of being a Vietnamese refugee from political ideology to
language practices. For example, Mindy who took a picture of her grandmother watching
Vietnamese news on Facebook during the 2020 U.S. Election, knew that the Vietnamese channel
was biased, but she did not know how to challenge her grandmother. Mindy told the group, “My
grandma has taken care of me since I was a baby, how do I tell her that the news she listens to is
trash? I am taught not to disrespect my elders” (Pham, November, 2020). Most of the older
generation of Vietnamese Americans are conservative because of their experience with
Communism in Vietnam. Communism causes tremendous pain for many Vietnamese refugees
such as the separation of families.
The separation of families is palpable in Cindy Truong’s photograph. She chose to show
the group a picture that she took of her relative’s house in Vietnam. Cindy’s mother's side of the
family still resides in Vietnam. She doesn’t get to spend time with her aunts and cousins often.
She only visited Vietnam a couple of times because the trips were so expensive.
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Sydney Nguyen wants to speak Vietnamese more but is not afforded the
space/opportunity to do so. The only time she speaks Vietnamese is to her grandmother. As she
grows older, she interacts less with her grandmother and her school does not provide the space
for her to develop her bilingualism. Sydney says, “I grew up speaking to my grandma in only
Vietnamese, I did not know any English. Vietnamese is my first language! Now, I speak
Vietnamese like a five- year- old” (Le, November, 2020).
The Youths’ Language Practices
Usually, the youth’s language practices at institutions such as schools get prioritized and
examined and the language practices of the youth at home get neglected. Thus, I chose to center
all of the youth language practices for this session beginning with the home.

Figure 7.3 shows the slide that asked the youth to discuss their language practices at
home (Le, 2020)

Samantha prefers to speak English at home because when she speaks Vietnamese, people
make fun of her. Samantha shared:
I prefer to speak English. Like it's easier; my mom makes fun of me because when I
speak Vietnamese to my parents, sometimes I speak like a baby, like a child, and she
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makes fun of me and she's like, “Oh, you talk like you are two years old.” (Bui, October,
2020).
Linda speaks to her father in Vietnamese and English. She told the group:
Like he would speak to me in Vietnamese and I respond back in English and Vietnamese.
But if it's someone older like my grandma or my aunt, I speak to them, mostly in
Vietnamese. But if it's just with my dad, I usually just use it like a combination of English
and Vietnamese. (Tran, October, 2020)
Mindy Pham agreed with Linda and told us that she uses English and Vietnamese with her
family.
Sydney speaks to her brother mostly in English and to her parents Vietnamese and English. She
shared:
For the most part, I speak to my mom and dad and my brother in English and then they
respond either in Vietnamese or English or kind of just varies with them. However, I
speak to my grandma in broken Vietnamese. Sydney continues and says “but to my
parents like my first instinct is to speak English. Sometimes the two languages just
collide together. And I'll just speak to them like one sentence will have half of English
and and then half Vietnamese. (Nguyen, October, 2020)
This activity allowed me to develop a deeper understanding of the youth language
practices at home and alter some activities for this session. Linda speaks Vietnamese at a
proficient level and Bá speaks fluent Vietnamese. Linda doesn’t know how to read and write in
Vietnamese. Bá can read and write in Vietnamese fluently. Bá attended Elementary and Middle
School in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam. Mindy, Samantha, Sydney, Gabriella, Cindy, and Jeanna
do not know how to read and write in Vietnamese. Mindy, Samantha, Sydney, Gabriella, Cindy,
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and Jeanna speak Vietnamese at the first or second grade level. Hence sometimes the youth get
made fun of by their own families for speaking “broken” Vietnamese.
The Youths’ Rich and Dynamic Language Practices
The Vietnamese youths’ language practices at home are rich and dynamic. Cindy, Bá,
Mindy, Sydney, Linda, Gabriella, Samantha, and Jeanna use features of English and Vietnamese
to communicate with their families. The Vietnamese youth have a system of complex and
dynamic linguistic repertoires. They know when to select and deploy their linguistic features
according to their appropriate setting. For example, Sydney speaks to her brother mostly in
English and to her grandma in Vietnamese.
Even though the youth's linguistic repertoire is rich, they are still being made fun of by
their peers and family members for not being able to speak Vietnamese fluently. Samantha is
embarrassed to speak Vietnamese to her parents because they tell her she speaks like a child. The
youths’ language practices are policed by their peers and family members to the standards that
are set by the nation states and social elites. As a result of this, some of the youth feel pressure to
suppress their Vietnamese feature and not to deploy it.
I wanted to explore this feeling of shame more and asked the youth to discuss a time
when they felt ashamed of the Vietnamese language or a time when they were made fun of for
speaking Vietnamese. Most of the youth have similar experiences of being made fun of for being
bilingual. The reason for this is dual pronged: on one hand is the othering of Asian Americans
and on the other hand is the perception that the language practices of the youth do not prioritize
the youth, but the named language.
Asian Americans have been considered outsiders and foreigners since they first stepped
foot in the United States. The othering of Asian Americans is tied to federal laws and
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institutionalized racism. In the middle of the 19th Century, many Chinese left China to seek
work in the United States as China was left destitute because of the Opium War. Many Chinese
immigrants were gold miners. They faced violence and racism from their fellow white peers. In
1882, because of a large influx of Chinese immigrants in the United States, Congress passed The
Chinese Exclusion Act, prohibiting immigrants from China from entering the United States
(Takaki, 1998).
This institutionalized othering of Asian Americans continued into the 20th Century with
Executive Order 9066. During World War II, Japan was the enemy of the United States and there
was a lot of distrust of Japanese Americans. On February 19, 1942, shortly after the bombing of
Pearl Harbor, President Franklin Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066, which removed
Japanese Americans from their home and put them in internment camps in the middle of the
United States. Most of the Japanese Americans had been in the United States for many
generations and had no ties to Japan. Thus, Japanese Americans were seen as foreigners and
enemies of the United States.
Today, some scholars (Song, 2019; Bonilla-Silva, 2004) argue that Asian Americans are
becoming White because of economic and educational gains and higher rates of intermarriage
with white people. However, I disagree with this argument. Some of these scholars see Asian
Americans as a monolithic group and race as a category within the bodies. Some of these
scholars fail to relocate race from the bodies to the institutions. Asian Americans are a diverse
group ranging from East Asian to Southeast Asian Americans. There are 2.5 million Southeast
Asian refugees living in the United States and 1.1 million are classified as low-income and over
400, 000 currently live under the poverty line. Nearly 30% have not completed high school or
passed the GED. This rate is higher than the national average, which stands at 13% (The
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Southeast Asia Resource Action Center, 2020). Southeast Asian refugees face institutionalized
racism and violence. Under the Trump administration, more than 8,000 Vietnamese refugees
were deported back to Vietnam (Dunst & Calamur, 2018).
Thus, when Sydney and Mindy were being made fun of for speaking Vietnamese to their
grandparents, it is part of institutionalized racism and violence; and it is grounded in federal laws
and policies ranging from The Chinese Exclusion Act to the deportation of Vietnamese refugees.
Their experiences are not isolated, but part of a history of exclusion and racism unleashed by the
United States government.
This institutionalized othering continues when the language practices of the youth aren't
centered, but the named languages are being centered instead. Their family members and peers
fail to recognize that the youth are translanguaging. The Vietnamese youth are not speaking a
Vietnamese that is approved by institutions. Thus, the focus is on the named language itself and
not on the youth who are the speakers. Translanguaging requires us to shift this perspective and
focus on the language practices of the youth as they try to make meaning (García, 2009).
Sydney, Bá, Mindy, Jeanna, Linda, Sam, Gabriella, and Cindy utilize all of the resources
of their environment beyond their homes and schools to make meaning and communicate with
their friends and families. The Vietnamese youths’ language practices are dynamic. A
translanguaging perspective provides a space to capture the dynamism of the language practices
of the youth “ who could not avoid having had languages inscribed in their body, yet live
between different societal and semiotic contexts as they interact with a complex array of
speakers” (García and Li, 2014, p. 18).
The Vietnamese American youth are brilliant as they know when to deploy their
linguistic features according to their appropriate settings. For example, Sydney speaks to her
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brother mostly in English and to her parents in English and in Vietnamese. Translanguaging in
bilingual families is the norm. However, the United States has a history of othering minoritized
communities and making translanguaging in bilingual families an exception. As a result, the
Vietnamese American youth do not receive institutional support for their translanguaging and
bilingualism. Currently, there are no bilingual or dual language education programs in the
Philadelphia metropolitan area for Vietnamese American youth despite a population of 400,000
Vietnamese Americans (US Census, 2021).
There is shame surrounding the youth’s language practices. I asked the youth to share a
time, which they felt ashamed of the Vietnamese language or were made fun of for speaking
Vietnamese.

Figure 7.4 is a slide which asked the youth to discuss a time when they were made fun of
for speaking Vietnamese or felt ashamed of the Vietnamese language (Le, 2020)

Sydney Nguyen was the first to volunteer:
I had that moment when I was like, it was like elementary school. I remember I was
walking home with my grandma. I was speaking Vietnamese to my grandma and then
some kids, they were probably like in first or second grade and they started laughing at
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me. But that's like one of the earliest memories I have. Well, when I was younger,
obviously, I was embarrassed, like I didn't want to be laughed at by my friends and
everything, so I really like avoided speaking it. (Nguyen, October, 2020)
For Jeanna Hoang, it was not the white kids who made fun of her for speaking Vietnamese, but it
was recently arrived Vietnamese kids from Vietnam who made fun of her spoken Vietnamese.
Jeanna shared: “I didn't really get bullied by like other white people or something like that. But I
got bullied by other Vietnamese kids who like came from Vietnam. They're like you have an
accent when speaking Vietnamese and laughed at me” (Bui, October, 2020). Mindy Pham had a
different experience than Jeanna. Mindy reacted:
I remember this one time though I was outside after school, and I was calling my mom to
see where she was to pick me up at school and she and I talked in Vietnamese. Then a
few of my friends who were with me at the time, and they started laughing because it was
like it was weird for them to hear me speak another language. At that time it did not
bother me that much, but looking back now, I can see what their intention was like, or
like I see the bigger picture of what was happening. (Pham, October, 2020)
After the youth shared their experience. Sydney told us that she regretted not learning
Vietnamese when she was younger. I wanted to explore this more and asked the youth to write a
letter to themselves about what difference it would make if they knew Vietnamese fluently. This
activity was not planned.
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Lá Thư (Letters)
Figure 7.5 shows the letters that the youths wrote (Le, 2020)

Dear Mindy,
Dear Cindy,
I think being able to fluently read and write in
If I were able to read and write in Vietnamese,
Vietnamese would make me feel smarter in a
I would use it more often when speaking to
way in Vietnamese. I sometimes feel clueless
my family and be able to be a part of my
when older people are talking to me and it
makes me feel “uncultured”. Now I quoted
that word because that’s a word you would be
called nowadays if you don’t know certain

Vietnamese community more. I wouldn't have
to ask my cousins to help translate things to
my parents when I need certain things for
school. I would be able to talk freely and ask

things in your own culture. I would definitely
for things whenever so that I didn't have to
feel much lighter instead of struggling to
bother to use crappy google translate for
remember the right words to speak to my own
things. (I don't use it on a daily basis, only
family. I would feel a sort of power in my
when I need to see the pronunciation.) I am a
own self and some confidence because I
part of TNTT but I can't really do things
sometimes feel embarrassed to speak in front
because I can't read nor can I speak well for
of others in Vietnamese because I sometimes
feel I’m using the wrong adjective or the

them to understand me. I lost my accent years
ago when I felt ashamed of speaking Viet and

wrong verb. I would feel a sense of
stopped learning the language.
understanding and better communication with
myself and my community. Having to read

183

and speak fluently would be amazing because
I would then feel comfortable in my own
culture.

Dear Samantha,

Dear Sydney,

If I could read and write in Vietnamese, I

If I could read and write Vietnamese, I would

would be better than a lot of people.

feel no regret at this age. Not being able to

Nowadays nobody is willing to learn a new

read and write Vietnamese for the rest of my

language. They learn English as a child and

life is something I will always look back on

that’s it. They expect everyone else to speak

and view as a result of my bad judgment and

English though, as if they are superior. They

shame I felt for my language. If I could read

learn some bits of languages in high school

and write Vietnamese, I would be able to

and then it fades. If I could read and write in

share relatable content on social media that's

Vietnamese, I would be thrilled. I could read

funny and where we would all laugh. Like the

and write things to and for my family. I could

Tiktoks I send to my friends where we have

help translate for others who have come from

the best conversations from just one video, I

Vietnam to America. I could understand the

would be able do the same with my family. I

posters and signs in South Philly. I could do

would be able to have deeper and more

so much more than just speak another

meaningful conversations with my family. If I

language. I could be fully bilingual. And if I

could read and write, I feel like I wouldn't be

could, I would.

missing out on as much as I do now.
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Dear Linda,
You are literally on the brink of turning 17
years old and still don't know your language
and culture that well. It's kind of upsetting
looking back at it to see that you've turned
away from so many opportunities of learning.
If you were able to read and write in
Vietnamese, things would be so much
different. You would be able to write to
family members through Facebook and not
keep using the few words you only know how
to type. You wouldn't need to ask your dad
how to spell things in Vietnamese. You would
be in touch with your roots. The roots that
your parents grew you from. It would feel
amazing if you knew how to read and write.
Maybe then you would be able to teach others
the language you grew up with. Maybe then
would you be able to speak Vietnamese to
others and have full conversations and not
conversations full of broken Vietnamese and
mostly English. Maybe then you'll be truly
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devoted to your language. It's not too late.
Start that learning process.

Sincerely,
Linda Tran

I ended the session with a poem I wrote about my experience being bilingual, “You bring out the
bilingual in me.” (See Appendix IV)
The Guilt
The non-existence of institutional support for Vietnamese Americans created a plethora
of guilt for the youth. In the letters they wrote to themselves they expressed that guilt and blamed
themselves for not being able to fully develop their written Vietnamese features. If they knew
how to read and write in Vietnamese, they said, they could have deeper meaningful
conversations with their family members. Linda wrote:
If you were able to read and write in Vietnamese, things would be so much different. You
would be able to write to family members through Facebook and not keep using the few
words you only know how to type. You wouldn't need to ask your dad how to spell things
in Vietnamese. You would be in touch with your roots. The roots that your parents grew
you from. (Tran, October, 2020)
Not being part of the Vietnamese community and not being able to develop deep meaningful
relationships with their grandparents are prevalent themes in the letters that the youth wrote to
themselves. Samantha articulated that she would be able to read signs and posters in Vietnamese
in Little Saigon, Philadelphia, if she knew the language. Sydney imagined that her relationship
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with her family would be very different. Currently, Sydney cannot share her thoughts and
feelings with her grandmother because she doesn’t have the “language.”
For most of the youth, their grandparents were the ones who raised them, but as they
grew older the relationships deteriorated as they used less of their Vietnamese features and the
schools only prioritized English. I told the youth that it is not their fault and not to blame
themselves for not learning Vietnamese. Not knowing how to read and write in Vietnamese does
not take away their Vietnamese identity. After all, language is a cultural practice, not just
vocabulary and grammar of a named language. The Vietnamese youth’s language practices are
rich. The youth are active participants in their families’ cultural practices, which means they are
re/shaping and re/defining what it means to be Vietnamese Americans.
The youths’ language loss is part of an institutional problem which fails to center the
Vietnamese youths' lived experience, history, and language. In the final section of this chapter, I
explore how schooling acted as a site of disremembering and racialization of the youths.
The Disremembering of schooling
The last workshop for this collaborative project centers on the Vietnamese American
youths’ experience with schooling in the United States. I began the workshop by asking the
youth what their first day of school was like?

Figure 7.5 shows the first activity of the Schooling Workshop (Le, 2020)
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Gabriella was the first to share her experience. She recalled:
My first day of high school, uhmm like Central6, was a really big change, coming from a
small middle school, going somewhere like Central was kinda different. I barely know
anyone. First day, the first class was world history, we had to do group activities and I
remember everyone being so nice, and I made so many friends. (Vu, November 2020)
While Gabriella had a positive experience, the rest of the youth did not share that. Sydney
remembered:
So like uhmm, my first name isn't just Sydney, I have another part to my name which is
Lam, Sydney-Lam. I remember for the longest time up to 10th grade, I was ashamed of
having that part of my name, like I avoided at all cost. Whenever a teacher called on me,

6

Central High School is located in North Philadelphia. It is the second oldest public high school in the
country. It was founded 1838 and is a four- year university preparatory magnet high school.
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I just tell them that I just go by Sydney. I completely disregarded the other part of my
first name. I guess what you called it, I am embarrassed of my Vietnamese name and
identity. Now I realized, like you know, that it is wrong to disregard that part of my
name. (Nguyen, November, 2020)
Mindy did not have a pleasant memory of her first day of school. She remembered being
made fun of:
Uhmmm.. It was mainly Middle School and so uhmmm like these people, my friends not
really, my classmates, in fifth or sixth grade, they made fun of me for uhmmm I honestly
forgot, it was so long ago, I forgot about it, honestly they imitated me for speaking
honestly I wasn't even speaking, out of nowhere in class they imitated how I sound when
I speak, they mocked me I guess… that is particularly it. (Pham, November, 2020)
Jeanna did not have a positive experience either, she told the group:
People butchered my name because it is spelled weird. But there is this, so we have this
thing called multicultural fest every year for the Asian club/Latin club and all of the clubs
at the school. The first year my grandma made chả giò [fried spring rolls] for the Asian
club. That was one of the dishes to get off the table because it was really good. (Hoang,
November, 2020)
Bá, who arrived in the United States as a teenager, felt isolated when he first started school in
Camden, New Jersey. Bá shared with the group:
The first couple of days, I felt like I didn't belong in this country. Everything is new!
Everyone speaks English and I only speak Vietnamese to my sister. I keep working on
class work and I just focus on getting the work done, I don't care about anybody else. I
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learn English a bit everyday, a little bit every day. I speak English with my sister at home
everyday. (Ly, November, 2020)
The Vietnamese American youth did not have fond memories of their experiences in schools.
Mindy, Linda, and Sydney pointed out in agreement during the analysis that some teachers and
their peers made them feel like they did not belong at their school. Mindy told the four of us,
“You know even though I was born and like raised in the United States, I still felt left out.”
Sydney added, “I felt ashamed of being Asian, being Vietnamese. But now I see that there is a
pattern of us being excluded.” Linda jumped in and said, “Yup, agreed” (Le, November, 2020).
Linda, Mindy, Bá, Gabriella, and Jeanna’s experiences of being excluded in schools were
similar to Reyes’ (2007) ethnographic study of Southeast Asian American youth in Philadelphia
and Nguyen’s (2012) ethnographic study of Vietnamese American youth in Seattle. It is part of
the racialization of Asian Americans as others previously discussed in Chapter six.

Schooling- A place of exclusion and disremembering the Vietnam War
Through the warm- up activity, I learned that schools were a site of discrimination and
racialization of Vietnamese American youth. The main activity for this workshop centered
around the youth experience with schooling.
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Figure 7.6 A turn and talk activity that engaged the youth in a discussion about their experiences
with schooling in the United States (Le, 2020)

Sydney was the first to share her experience with the whole group:
I surround myself with non racist people. When I was younger I experienced
discrimination, I told you earlier, me and bà ngoại, we were walking home from school
and I started to speak to her in Vietnamese and one classmate laughed at us cause we
were speaking another language. I know who he is, I know his name too. I don't have any
Vietnamese friends, but to a certain extent, I helped Brandon [Sydney's younger brother]
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a little bit on being Vietnamese American. I told him a couple of things that he shouldn't
be ashamed of and stuff. He embraced it more…. His friends think it is cool and
everything, he is different from me, he speaks our language and he doesn't hide and stuff.
Most of the bullying for us is not directly, it is things we see on social media where
people make racist jokes. I know a couple of times on TikTok, I scrolled across racist
things. One time is about coronavirus. (Nguyen, November, 2020)
Gabriella added:
I felt discriminated against when I first transferred to my middle school. Uhm being
Vietnamese like my parents they only speak English to me and my siblings, well it is
easier for me, but being Vietnamese motivated me to learn more Vietnamese if that
makes sense like. They talk to me in Viet here and there. (Vu, November, 2020)
Bá chimed in:
The first couple of days when I first came to the U.S. and went to school, my friends
asked me if I am Vietnamese and asked me to teach them Vietnamese, dirty words like
chửi thề [curse words]. I did not want to teach them about that, but they kept asking me.
The teachers helped me a lot. My parents cannot speak English, they speak to me in
Vietnamese. I have a lot of Vietnamese friends. I have two or three Vietnamese friends
and they speak Vietnamese with me and they are the same age as me and we are crazy
together. (Ly, November, 2020)
While Bá, Gabriella, and Sydney spoke about the blatant racism they faced at schools. Samantha
spoke about the microaggression she encountered:
A time when I felt discriminated against is when we have food lunch at school and they
do an Asian bar in the school cafeteria and they would be like OMG Sam it is your food.
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And I'm like this is cafeteria food, it is not even real Asian food. I don't know, it's just
weird. The Asian bar is like chicken nuggets and noodles. (Bui, November, 2020)
Even though the “Turn and Talk” activity asked the youth to speak about an experience in which
they were helped because of their identity, the youth did not share that experience.
The Vietnamese American youth experienced racism in high school, but they found ways
to cope with them. For example, Bá only hung out with other Vietnamese American youth.
Sydney only surrounded herself with non-racist people. The Vietnamese American youth in
Nguyen (2012) had a similar defense mechanism as Bá; they only hung out with other
Vietnamese high school students. The Southeast Asian American youth in Reyes’ (2007) study
hung out with other youth of color and adopted the language practices of African American
youth.
Not only did the schools act as a site of discrimination, but also a site of exclusion and
disremembering. Even though the Vietnam War (American War) was a controversial war and
was ingrained in the minds and hearts of America and the world in the 1960s and 1970s, the
youth hardly learned about it at their schools. I asked the youth how the Vietnam War was taught
at their schools. Jeanna was the first to respond:
So they teach for like thirty minutes. They briefly talked about it, it happened so and so,
that’s why a bunch of Americans went over there to help out and they ended up losing
and then we brought a bunch of fugitives here and that’s how a bunch of people started
their lives again. They didn’t talk about the bombs they dropped in Laos and Vietnam and
the things for them, and they don’t know or they do know but put it under the rugs. They
talked about how the Vietnamese War style was different from America's. They had
tunnels and stuff and they popped out of nowhere and shot the American soldiers, partly
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blaming us for a bunch of their people dying and blaming themselves for going into
unknown habitat. (Hoang, November, 2020)
Sydney added:
Our history class is very minimal. If you are not taking AP, they just do the bare
minimum. All of my friends who aren't in AP, they told me they have a joke class. We
don’t learn anything. Most of my friends are white, so I feel left out. (Nguyen,
November, 2020)
The youth’s schools failed to teach and center their history and lived experiences. This is done
on purpose as the United States tries to forget its failure in Vietnam. The United States
committed many atrocities in Vietnam such as the Mỹ Lai massacre, in which 504 innocent
women, children, and elders were killed by U.S. soldiers (Pearson & Nguyen, 2018). If schools
do not teach about the horror of the Vietnam War that the U.S. created, the U.S. can still act as a
savior for Vietnamese Americans. The United States is a protector of Vietnamese Americans
from the oppressive communist regime of Vietnam. Mimi Nguyen (2012) called this the gift of
freedom. The United States gives Vietnamese Americans protection and freedom in exchange for
gratitude and patriotism. The disremembering of the history of the Vietnam War (American War)
and not centering the lived experience in schools are a tool used to hold Vietnamese Americans
hostage to this ideology.
Summary of Chapter
The Vietnamese American high school youths have rich, diverse, and dynamic language
practices. Institutions such as schools fail to recognize the youths’ rich, diverse, and dynamic
language practices and they do not provide a space for the youth to do so. For example, currently
there are only three Dual Language programs in Vietnamese and English K-12 public schools
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despite Vietnamese-speakers making up the third highest number of those labeled English
Language Learners (COE - English Language Learners in Public Schools, 2021).
The youth also felt ashamed and embarrassed for not knowing how to read and write
Vietnamese. Schools also act as a site of disremembering, racialization, and discrimination. The
youths’ schools do not center their lived experience and history. I argue this is the reason for
their transtrauma. I will further explore this in the next chapter.
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Chapter 8- Transtrauma

Colonisation works within the framings of trauma and decolonising will work in the nooks and
crannies of unstable behaviours, memories, numbness and vivid recall. (p. 8)
From Phipps, A Manifesto for Decolonising Multilingualism

Introduction
My work on Transtrauma draws from decolonizing paradigms as it seeks to relocate trauma from
the bodies to the institutions much like how Saucier & Woods (2016) seek to decolonize our
understandings of race through the relocation of race from the bodies to the institutions.
Transtrauma pushes for collective healing through working in the “the nooks and crannies of
unstable behaviours, memories, numbness and vivid recall” (Phipps, 2018, p.8). Thus, it is messy
and not always perfect. Despite the lack of institutional support, many Vietnamese Americans
(this included my father) have taken steps to heal from their transtrauma via the creation of new
spaces for healing based on collective storytelling.
I remember my father nhậu7 with his friends on the weekends. As they sipped on cold
Heineken beers, chatting, and eating dried squids, Paris By Night8 played in the background.
Songs that reminded them of Vietnam and their time in the army played on repeat, such as

7

Nhậu in Vietnamese means to drink and snack on dried goods. It is a ritual for Vietnamese men. I use it
as a verb here. As Linda said, “you can’t replace nhậu with an English word, the meaning isn’t the same.”
8
Paris By Night is a musical show that features overseas Vietnamese artists.
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“Chuyện Hoa Sim” [“The Story of the Purple Flower”], the painful life of a Vietnamese woman
who married a soldier during war time and died as she waited for her husband to return. As the
beer bottles emptied and the smoke filled the room, I heard my father and his friends speak of the
good old days in Vietnam before the war ended. They talked about the battles they won. The
communist soldiers they killed. The blame they put on the U.S. for pulling out of Vietnam,
which caused their imprisonment.
I daydreamed as I was immersed in their stories, and suddenly my father yelled, “Khánh
láy cho ba thêm bia” [Khánh go get me more beer]. I snapped out of my state of fantasy, choked
on the smoke that the cigarettes let out, and quickly ran into the kitchen to get my father and his
friends more beers. I hated the smoke-filled room; I slammed the beers down on the table with
anger. I ran to my mom and yelled at her for buying the beers and the tears just ran down her
cheeks. I stopped and went outside to daydream. I daydreamed as it allowed me to escape the
reality I was living in.
I did not know that my father and I used the same coping mechanism to escape our
realities and trauma. My father used alcohol to numb his pain and escape his reality. I used
daydreaming to numb my pain and escape my reality. My father nhậu with his friends was one
way toward collective healing. Collective storytelling provides a mechanism for communities
who have faced historical forms of racialized violence and trauma to find new pathways of
healing and resistance (Chioneso et al, 2020; Pour-Khorshid, 2016; Saul 2014). My father and
his friends created a space for collective healing. On the weekends, my house at 15th and Tasker
in South Philadelphia transformed into a space for collective healing with his friends. The United
States government did not do anything to help my father and his friends. The government
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thought that “the gift of freedom” (M.T. Nguyen, 2012) was enough. My father drank every
weekend until he passed away.
At the beginning of this chapter, I share an anecdote of how my father processed his
trauma of war and displacement with a community of other men; similarly, his trauma was
displaced onto me and my mother. I used this as a starting point to understand how youth process
trauma between individuals, families and institutions. In this chapter, I reflect on the data from
participatory research sessions and identify central themes that highlight the youths’ transtrauma.
The youth’s transtrauma is reflected in the way they express guilt, shame, frustration, and anger,
all stemming from the trauma that their parents and grandparents experienced as a result of the
Vietnam War and that they now still feel in their own bodies. The youth’s transtrauma is also
reflected in the ways they talk about the lack of institutional support. The collective sharing
space that the workshops provided eventually allowed the youth to transform this transtrauma
into desires and hope for a future of better self-understanding and aspirations for institutions that
might provide the space they need to free themselves. The youth hope to learn more about their
lived experiences, histories, and languages in order to build better relationships with their family
members and community.
Transtrauma: Haunting across generations
The Vietnam War became an ongoing breaking point, which Sydney, a twelfth-grade
student from Philadelphia from Huê, frustratedly voiced, “the Vietnam War is like a ghost that
continues to haunt us” (S. Nguyen, September, 2020). The youth expressed feelings of guilt,
sadness, and being scarred as they shared their stories. But their trauma was not personal; it was
transmitted intergenerationally. In a study on intergenerational trauma, Baack (2017) finds that
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people use metaphors like ghosts and haunting to describe how they’ve inherited memories of
war from their parents.
Mindy said, “I did not want to ask them specific details [about the war and her parents’ journey
to the United States] cause basically I was in a rush, she was in a rush” (Pham, September,
2020). During the analysis, Mindy told Sydney, Linda, and me:
I rushed the conversation, because it was really hard for me to listen to my mother spoke
about her cousins drowned at sea because the boat was crowded. She told me they got
pushed off the boat and they couldn’t swim. I want to ask her about how long she was on
the boat? How did she get to the refugee camp in the Philippines? Was she okay when
she saw her two cousins died at sea? But, like I didn’t want to deal with that, you know? I
don’t how to deal with all of these things, like I never knew this would affect me. (Pham,
November, 2020)
Mindy continued and timidly added, “I felt really bad that they [their parents] had experienced
these things. I don’t know how to help them, I don’t even want to listen to my mother’s story,
because it was painful” (Pham, November, 2020). Linda felt deeply sad when sharing her
family’s experience. She kept using the word “scar” as she spoke of the separation between her
father and grandfather: “Even though my dad struggles here, he still thinks it is better than
Vietnam. He always tells me that! I am sad thinking back that my father did lose some time with
his father. It probably scarred him because he was only a kid” (Tran, November, 2020).
Samantha did not join Linda, Mindy, Sydney, and me for the data analysis, but during the
reflection on one of the workshops, she conveyed guilt. Samantha communicated to the group:
It really made me think about how easy that I have it growing up over here and having
the opportunities that they never had before. I think that they are such strong people for
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doing all that they have and building a wonderful life for themselves and I over here.
They had lost a lot! (Bui, September, 2020)
The Vietnamese American youth felt the guilt, sadness, frustration, and
embarrassment/shame throughout the eight workshops. The Vietnam War (American War)
shapes who they are as Vietnamese Americans. The youths’ parents’ jobs are tied to the Vietnam
War. Many of the youths have family members who work in the nail industry. Sydney
communicated:
I don’t know at times; I feel really embarrassed that they [Sydney’s aunts] work at the
nail salons. Like we fit into the stereotypes. I don’t want to tell my friends that they do
nails. I don’t want to be made fun of. You know my friends would bring up that
comedian9 who made fun of Vietnamese people doing nails. (Nguyen, November, 2020)
Jeanna Hoang added: “I hated going to the nail salons with my mother when I was younger. I am
embarrassed that my friends would see me in there” (Hoang, October, 2020).
The nail industry is directly tied to the history of Vietnamese Americans when they first
arrived in the United States as refugees. Tippi Hedren, an actress who was doing humanitarian
work at the camps where the Vietnamese refugees were staying, had long beautiful nails and they
were curious about her nails. This sparked Tippi to provide training and support Vietnamese
refugee women on doing nails for a living. Some of the Vietnamese American youth were
embarrassed because of the need to survive and with limited resources, their family members
took on jobs that society does not want.

9

Anjelah Johnson- an American comedian who did a piece, which she made fun of Vietnamese people
doing nails (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SsWrY77o77o)
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In addition to feeling ashamed and embarrassed of their mothers’ jobs as nail technicians,
the youth were also frustrated with their mothers’ conservative values. Most of the female
identified youths did not know what to do with the contradiction their mothers espoused. In their
stories, they described their mothers as women who uphold conservative values such as
patriarchy and sexism. Some of the youths’ mothers are also Trump supporters. The youth did
not know how to deal with these issues. The youth were frustrated and expressed those
frustrations to the group during the workshop because there wasn’t a space for them to process
these feelings and experiences at their school or at home. Linda said:
Like it’s unfair because like, because I’m a woman, I have to act this way because my
parents told me to do so. Like I have to clean up and do all the chores. Well, my brother
can just sit around and play games all day, which don't make any sense, because I'm
older. (Tran, October, 2020)
Sydney added in frustration:
I told my mom that I didn’t know if I wanted to be a physician assistant, or an actual
doctor and she told me, “You can just be a physician assistant. Women don’t need to do
that much anyways. The husband always makes more money for their family.” I was
shocked to hear that this came from a woman at all, let alone my mom. I didn’t
understand why she would keep women confined like this or why she had such traditional
views. I felt so much anger at that moment. (Nguyen, October, 2020)
Sydney also raised her voice and told the group that she yelled at her mother for being racist and
sexist. She wasn’t alone in her frustration against her parents, especially her mother. Linda also
described how she, at times, raised her voice or got into arguments with her mother over these
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contradictory and different values. I argue this is transtrauma, because the United States holds
Vietnamese Americans hostage to the “gift of freedom” (M.T. Nguyen, 2012) ideology.
Even though the Vietnamese American youth did not experience the Vietnam War
(American War) directly, they experienced it indirectly through their parents and grandparents.
For the youth, even though the war ended over 40 years ago long before they were born, it still
haunts them. As Linda mentioned, the war scarred her family. The Vietnamese American youth
are paying for the consequences of the war caused by the United States.
Besides the feelings of guilt, shame, frustration, and anger, the Vietnamese American
youths do not have the institutional support to help them process these feelings. Not only
institutions do not provide support for the Vietnamese American youth, but they also enact
transtrauma. In the next section, I will explore this in depth.

Transtrauma: Institutional lack of support
Institutions do not provide the Vietnamese American youths the space and affordance of
opportunities to process and heal from their transtrauma. During the Data Analysis workshop,
Sydney remarked, “I wish I had a space to share my experiences with other Vietnamese
American youths, you know like an after-school club or something” (Nguyen, November, 2020).
Mindy later added, “Yeah, I want to participate in a club or after- school program that gonna
teach me about the Vietnam War or how everyone in our community làm nails” (Pham,
November, 2020). During the collaborative workshops, I often heard the youth say: “How come
I never learned about this” or “How come I did not know about this.” In this section, I examine
the ways institutions continue to play a role in enacting transtrauma on Vietnamese American
youths.
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One of the many ways that institutions enact transtrauma is by not centering the histories
and lived experiences of Vietnamese American youths. The Vietnamese American youth did not
know that when Vietnamese refugees first arrived in the United States, they were placed in
temporary camps scattered around the country. The United States wanted the Vietnamese
refugees to assimilate to U.S. cultural norms and practices by scattering in small rural towns. The
Vietnamese American youths were shocked to learn all of this from the third workshop in which
they participated that dealt with The Vietnam War and Coming to the U.S.
Institutions such as schools hardly teach about the Vietnam War (Vietnam War). The
Vietnamese American youth do not learn about the Vietnam War (American War). In the fifth
session about the perception of their own racialization and that of others, the youth were shocked
that they did not learn about the Civil Rights Movement at their schools. The Vietnamese
American youth were even more shocked when they realized that Asian Americans played a role
in the Civil Rights Movement. Sydney smirked and told the group that she learned about this on
TikTok. Sydney said, “I can’t believe that I learned about this a few weeks ago on TikTok and
not my school” (Nguyen, November, 2020). I laughed and responded, “I should download
TikTok then, so educational these days” (Le, November, 2020). Behind our laughter was this
shared bewilderment that I didn’t learn about this in high school in 2002 and neither did Sydney
in 2020. Schools do nothing to encourage this solidarity and collectivism, in fact they sometimes
prevent this solidarity by prioritizing values of individualism and meritocracy, both implicit in
ideologies of colonialism and white supremacy. Schooling acts as a site of upholding
colonialism and white supremacy. Maharaj Desai (2020) stresses the importance of what she
calls critical Kapwa i teaching as a form of collective healing from colonial trauma. Critical
Kapwa i pedagogy places an importance on community learning and “recognition of shared
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identity, an inner self shared with others” (Enriquez, 2004, p. 5). In this group moment our
shared community learning and laughter created a space in which we could fracture, deal with
and even commune in solidarity around collective colonial trauma.
The youth felt guilty and embarrassed that they did not know the history of solidarity
between Asian Americans and African Americans. They blamed themselves for it. Cindy looked
down at the screen and quietly said, “I feel horrible that I don’t know this considering what is
going on right now in the country” (Truong, November, 2020)10. In the free write activity, Cindy
and Mindy expressed guilt for stereotyping Black and Latinx folks. The youth blamed their
parents and others for their views. If the U.S. schools would teach and promote Ethnic Studies,
there could be a slim chance that the youth would not have negative views of other marginalized
groups. A Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy (Alim & Paris, 2015; Paris, 2012; Paris & Alim 2014)
proposes an education curriculum that goes beyond teaching and validating minoritized students’
histories and lived experiences, but also questioning and problematizing white values and norms
that the youth are forced to learn in schools. The goal of Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy is to
decenter whiteness through “dynamic practices and selves of students and communities of color
in critical, addictive, and expansive vision of schooling” (Alim and Paris, 2017, p. 3). A
Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy would mitigate the feeling of guilt for some of the youth thus
assuaging their transtrauma. Imagine if the Vietnamese American youth participating in the
collective project had actually experienced Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy, they would learn
about the Civil Rights Movement, their lived experiences, the solidarity between Asian
Americans and Black Americans. They would take pride in being Vietnamese Americans. They
would realize that they do not have to emulate white heteronormativity to be American.

10

These collaborative workshops happened during the height of the Black Lives Matter Movement.
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In addition to not being taught the histories of marginalized communities, the burden also
was placed on some of the youths to challenge their own families on their racist views towards
other minorities. Sydney angrily voiced:
When they say racist things, I call them out on it. I remember one time I got into a huge
fight with my parents and their friends in the car while on vacation. It was at the height of
the Black Lives Matter Movement. My parents’ friends were blaming Black folks for
looting. I told them that I would do the same and that people matter more than properties.
I explained to them about the systemic racism, and redlining, Jim Crow Laws that I
learned. (Le, November, 2020)
There is already a rift between the younger generation and older generation because of the
language barrier caused by the U.S. schools failing to provide bilingual education to Vietnamese
American youth. Placing the burden on the youth to educate their parents on their anti-Blackness
only adds to this rift. Intergenerational struggles are also exacerbated because the U.S. still holds
Vietnamese Americans hostage on this conservative ideology “the gift of freedom” (MT.
Nguyen, 2012). This is transtrauma.
Layered onto their stories of intergenerational struggles, the youth also described feeling
embarrassed and invisible. The youth felt embarrassed because they couldn’t speak Vietnamese
fluently and “properly.” Sydney regrettably told the group that she stopped communicating in
Vietnamese in public with her grandmother because kids made fun of her speaking Vietnamese.
Sydney lowered her voice and said, “Well, when I was younger, obviously, I was embarrassed,
like I didn't want to be laughed at by my friends and everything, so I really like avoided speaking
it” (Nguyen, October, 2020).
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The youth also felt invisible as their schools did not teach their history or in any way
center their lived experiences. Jeanna loudly told the group as she expressed anger and sadness:
“So they teach for like thirty minutes. They briefly talked about it, it happened so and so”
(Hoang, November, 2020). The erasure of the injustice of the U.S. involvement in Vietnam,
specifically in how the “Vietnam War” is taught in middle and high school history classes, is
only one way the United States government takes no responsibility for the atrocities it committed
in Vietnam. Thus, youth are taught to hold onto or at least internalize this ideology of the white
savior, that the U.S. somehow saved Vietnamese people from communism. The U.S. does not
provide a space for Vietnamese American youth to learn about their own histories and lived
experiences. This causes their transtrauma.
The guilt, shame, embarrassment, anger, and frustrations that were in the youths’ bodies
were caused by institutions such as schools and the U.S. government. Schools fail to teach and
center their histories and lived experiences. The United States government holds their parents
and grandparents’ hostage by reinforcing “the gift of freedom” (Nguyen 2012) ideology. This
caused tensions and frictions between the Vietnamese American youths and their elders. I am
holding institutions such as schools and government accountable for the youths’ trauma. I am
relocating the feelings of guilt, shame, embarrassment, anger, and frustrations from the youths’
bodies to the institutions.
Behind the guilt, the shame, the embarrassment, frustrations, and anger is the desire for
hope and resistance to this transtrauma. I asked the youth to write letters to themselves, and each
one expressed desire, hope, and resistance against their transtrauma. Samantha wrote: “If I could
read and write in Vietnamese, I would be thrilled. … And if I could, I would” (Bui, October,
2020). And Cindy said such things as “I would be able to talk freely and ask for things “
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(Truong, October, 2020). Sydney later emailed me and said: “If I could read and write
Vietnamese, I would be able to share relatable content on social media that's funny.. . . I would
be able to have deeper and more meaningful conversations with my family. If I could read and
write, I feel like I wouldn't be missing out on as much as I do now” (Nguyen, October, 2020)
Through these hopes and desires the youths are resisting transtrauma.

Turning transtrauma into hope: The role of the collective sharing space
The Vietnamese American youth did not have a collective space to share and learn about their
families’ histories—or their shared feeling of guilt—until this collaborative project. The youth
and their families were never afforded the opportunity to share and preserve their stories. The
Vietnamese American youth were shocked to learn about the placement of Vietnamese refugees
through an off Broadway play, Vietgone. Mindy exclaimed, “How come I never learnt about this
in school?” (Pham, September, 2020). There was a sense of frustration and anger in some of the
youths’ voices.
Guilt came with the shame and pain of not knowing their family stories and their
histories. The burden was placed on the youth to unearth their parents and grandparents’ painful
stories of war and their journey to the United States. This was done without any institutional
support. It was done through this collaborative project. Some of the youth had a difficult time
asking their family members to retell their stories of war and coming to the United States.
Samantha told the group, “My grandfather fought in the war, but I did not want to ask him just in
case of PTSD or anything” (Bui, September, 2020).
During this workshop, we had to pause several times, simply because these stories were
so painful. Linda did not know her grandfather was missing a toe from the war until this
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workshop. Linda expressed shock and horror as she learned about her grandfather’s missing toe.
She stopped in the middle of her story, took a deep breath and continued with her story.
These stories should be unearthed and be documented with trained professionals in
trauma-informed workshops. Vietnamese American youth deserve to have these spaces expand
far beyond one doctoral student’s research project. However, despite the fact that this was a onetime series of workshops and perhaps the first time the youth had a shared experience like this,
they found comfort in each other and the space over Zoom to be an anchor towards collective
learning and healing (Kirmayer et al., 2008). Scholars advocate for collective storytelling,
learning, and healing as a form of resistance to collective trauma (Desai, 2020; Kilgore, 1999;
Pour-Khorshid, 2016).
Their frustration and anger turned into self-blame, instead (or even a possible both/and)
of critiquing the larger power structures that created and sustain these dynamics in their families.
Samantha and Sydney shared this guilt in their letters to their mothers. Samantha wrote, “Hi
mom, I just wanted you to know that I am so thankful for everything you do for me. The love
and support that you give me is endless and I can never repay you for that” (Bui, October, 2020).
Sydney wrote:
Dear Mom, I’m really sorry for some of the things I’ve done in the past. I know there’s
been times when I say rude things about the way you speak English and I get angry at
you when you ask me to write emails so they’re grammatically correct. I really try not to
anymore and I’ve gotten a lot more understanding, but that doesn’t change what I’ve
done. I hope you know I appreciate you even when it doesn’t seem like it. I don’t know
the full extent of what you’ve gone through as a Vietnamese immigrant, but I know it’s a
lot. I know I can’t really communicate with you fully, but I’m gonna try to change that
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and learn more Vietnamese. I want to be able to open up with you and talk about things a
lot of moms talk to their kids about. (Nguyen, October, 2020)
At the same time, within these frustrations and guilt, the youth also took pride in their
Vietnamese American identity. In their poems, the youth expressed pride in their collective and
complex identities as Vietnamese Americans. They used words such as “our culture,” “our
history,'' and “our language” (Le, October, 2020) to express their pride in their rich history,
cultural practices, and languages. The youth also shared a sense of relief that they were able to
relate to each other's experiences. For example, the youth burst out in laughter when they found
together that their families’ “love language” is expressed by feeding them their favorite foods.
Mindy excitedly pointed out to Linda that her parents do not say “I love you” to her, but they
show love by cooking her favorite meal. Mindy laughed and said, “I don’t know, every time I
come home from school the first thing my mother asks is ‘Are you hungry’? If I answer ‘yes’ she
feeds me and if I answer ‘no’ she still feeds me [laughing out loud]” (Pham, October, 2020).
It is important that I point out this affective collectivism in documenting and sharing their
stories, as it serves as an anchor for the youth on their journey toward healing their transtrauma.
A space of collectivism allows the youth to bond and share their similar experiences. The
dialogues, shared experiences, and stories within these experiences are the glue that holds the
youth together to overcome their trauma.
I also want to reiterate that the institutions play a direct role in inflicting trauma on the
Vietnamese American youth. If the U.S. curriculum would authentically center the lived
experience of Vietnamese students and fully promote bilingual education, then Vietnamese
American youth such as Sydney could have meaningful dialogues with their parents and
grandparents. If bilingualism was promoted by institutions such as schools, there would not be
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such a vast intergenerational disconnect. Also, there wouldn’t be an intergenerational disconnect
if the U.S. would stop holding Vietnamese Americans hostage with its ideology of “the gift of
freedom” (M.T. Nguyen, 2012). This ideology implants conversative values into Vietnamese
people, especially the elderly. As a result, this causes a rift between the younger generation and
older generation. I argue that this is what produces what I call transtrauma. Politically and
socioculturally, the United States is embarrassed that it lost the war and thus would do anything
to forget it. As a result of this dis/remembering, it continues to traumatize the Vietnamese
American communities. The youth do not have an education that values their dynamic lived
experiences and bilingualism, and their parents are being held hostage in terms of ideology.

Summary of Chapter
In this chapter, I reviewed the data from the sessions of the workshops that the youth participated
in and looked closely at how the youth communicated with me and one another about their
transtrauma. The youth realized that the Vietnam War shapes who they are, and the guilt, shame,
frustration, and anger that they continue to experience. They want to be closer to their parents, to
be able to fully communicate with them. However, institutions such as schools do not provide a
curriculum that centers their lived experiences or embraces their bilingualism, thus causing a rift
between them and their parents. I hear and see them so clearly. Woven throughout the youth’
transtrauma is their sense of resistance, frustration, anger, and agency.
I am planning to write a letter to the youth, telling them how I am very proud of them and
how much they have taught me. They are brave souls who wear their hearts on their sleeves to
connect and bond with other youth. The youth in this project were able to collectively learn
about their histories and explore their lived experiences. In a sense, the work that the youth did
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together was an embodiment of decolonizing their transtrauma as they dug into nooks and
crannies of their stories and their family members’ stories living in the diaspora. I want to thank
the youth for sharing their stories with me. I want to end this chapter with a quote from Marilyn
Nelson, an American poet, and children’s book author, known for her book, How I Discovered
Poetry.
The older I grow, the more clearly I understand that what we are is in our stories. We
erase our stories, we erase our existence. And learning how to tell the stories, how to
understand the stories, what they teach us and what they can teach other people, is really
the essence of our existence here.
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Conclusion and Discussion
Introduction
Currently there are over 2.2 million Vietnamese Americans living in the United States. Out of
2.2 million, there are roughly 400,000 Vietnamese youth attending K-12 public schools in the
United States (Pew Research Center, 2021). However, little is known about the experiences of
Vietnamese Americans, especially the youth in the United States. There is a dearth of scholarly
research on Vietnamese American youth especially ones with a critical lens. I argue that is done
on purpose as the United States wants to forget about the atrocities it committed in Vietnam and
the embarrassment of losing the war. As a result of this, Vietnamese American youths do not
have an opportunity and space to learn about their histories, lived experiences, and language.
This is the reason for their transtrauma.
Through narratives, poetry, photography, and reflections that the youth took part in the
eight workshops, they answered the following research questions:

1.How do Vietnamese American youth view/narrate their lives and relationship to the past and
the present in the U.S. and in Vietnam and how are they constructing these narratives?
o How do they understand/narrate the experience of their parents
and grandparents in Vietnam?
o How do they understand/narrate the transition/move to the
U.S.?
o What does being Vietnamese American mean to them?
o How do they construct racial identity for themselves? How
have they been racialized in the U.S., and how have they racialized
others?
o How does language/bilingualism, gender and class shape their
experience and identity?
o How have their experiences in U.S. schools shaped their
identity as Vietnamese Americans?
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2. What do these narratives communicate about their transtrauma?
Theoretical framework and Research Design
In Chapter two, I laid out the theoretical framework that serves as an anchor to help me
answer the research questions. The scholarships on race and racialization processes (Ignatiev,
1999; Omi & Howard Winant’s, 2015; Saucier & Woods, 2016), raciolinguistic ideologies (Rosa
& Flores, 2015; 2017) racialization of Asian Americans (Reyes, 2007; Bucholtz, 2009; Chun,
2013; Lowe, 1996), and trauma (Herman, 2015) were relevant in helping me to understand the
lives of Vietnamese American youth. Also, I reflected on my own experience as a Vietnamese
American and at times interjected my voice throughout this chapter with that of other authors.
My lived experience was in constant dialogues with the literature. As a result of this, I
conceptualized transtrauma. Transtrauma transcends how we understand trauma or
intergenerational trauma. It goes beyond the individual to consider the role nation-states play in
inflicting trauma on marginalized communities. This lens allows for accurate description of the
complexities so many Vietnamese Americans experience.
Integral to this dissertation project was the eight workshops that I designed with some of
the youth’ feedback. In Chapter three, I discussed how my experience at a high-school afterschool program, in which I used the arts as a medium to advance social justice, shaped the design
of the eight workshops. In addition, the workshops were framed around the theoretical
frameworks of raciolinguistic ideologies and transtrauma, and leveraged translanguaging as a
way to access the youth´ stories.
Translanguaging puts an emphasis on multimodality instead of the named languages. As
you saw throughout the eight workshops, the youth engaged in various activities such as
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photography, arts, and spoken words to make meaning and tell their collective stories
(Callaghan, Moore, & Simpson, 2018). Translanguaging refers “to the deployment of a speaker’s
full linguistic repertoire without regard for watchful adherence to the socially and politically
defined boundaries of named (and usually national and state) languages” (Otheguy, García and
Reid, 2015, p. 283). Likewise, I deployed my full repertoire to tell a story, sometimes I focused
on established research by others, and other times on my own experiences to make sense of the
data the youth produced in the eight workshops. Also, some of the Vietnamese American youth
took part in the analysis of their collective stories to add another layer from the youth’s
perspectives.
Collective Space for Collective Healing
At the end of this collaborative project, I realized the importance of having a collective
space for the youth to process, share the stories and heal from the trauma. The Vietnamese
American youths did not have an opportunity or space to learn about their parents and
grandparents’ stories of coming to the United States and settling here. In chapter four, the
Vietnamese American youths interviewed their family members and learned about their
traumatic escape from Vietnam. The youths expressed pain and guilt upon learning about these
stories. In a study on intergenerational trauma, Baack (2017) finds that children who inherited
trauma from their parents have a lot of guilt. At the end of the eight workshops, the youth found
this collective space over Zoom to be a space towards collective healing and processing their
guilt (Chioneso et al, 2020; Pour-Khorshid, 2016; Saul 2014). The virtual space provided a
platform for the youth to connect with others who shared their similar experiences and histories.
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The youth learned about their interconnectedness with one other and developed a sense of pride
(Desai, 2016).
Constructing their Vietnamese American Identity
In chapter five, the Vietnamese American youths came to terms that their identities are
tied to the Vietnam War (American War). The war shapes who they are as Vietnamese
Americans. By participating in the workshops, the Vietnamese American youth recognized that
even though their identities are tied to the war, they are not static, but dynamic and evolving. The
youth do not subscribe to the dual category that institutions such as schools have carved out for
them in terms of identity. In a sense, the youths are redefining what it means to be Vietnamese
Americans, rejecting previous scholars such as Nguyen (2012) and Zhou & Bankston (1998)
whose work imposed a binary/duality lens on Vietnamese American youths’ identities. At the
end of the eight workshops, the youth have a sense of pride of being Vietnamese Americans.
They are not embarrassed that their relatives làm nails.
Racializing others and Being Racialized
Chapter six discussed how the Vietnamese American youths racialized other groups and
how they were being racialized. The Vietnamese American youths also internalized dominant
racialized views of marginalized groups and mapped them on to the groups. Some of the youths
picked up racist views about Black and Latinx people from their parents. The youth expressed
shame and guilt that they had these views. However, it is not the youths’ fault, as institutions
neglected to teach critical race studies and ethnic studies. Thus, the youth did not learn about the
solidarity between Blacks and Asians. A Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy (Alim & Paris, 2015;
Paris, 2012; Paris & Alim 2014) would have prevented the Vietnamese American youth from
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internalizing racialized views of other marginalized groups and projected them onto other
communities of color.
At the same time, the Vietnamese American youth are being racialized as others by
seeing them as model minorities, uncivilized, inferior, and being different. This racialization is
tied to the United States’ policies and laws in excluding Asian Americans, such as the Chinese
Exclusion of 1882 (Soennichsen, 2011). The Vietnamese American youth also recognized that
their schools act as a site of racialization and discriminations. Bá, Gabriella, and Sydney
experienced racism at their schools. They expressed anger and frustration that their schools aided
the racialization and discrimination.
The Youths’ Dynamic Language Practices
In addition, schools restricted the ways that Vietnamese American youth language.
Chapter seven built on the framework of translanguaging (García, 2009; García & Li Wei, 2014;
Otheguy, García & Reid, 2015) and explored the Vietnamese American youths’ language
practices. The Vietnamese American youths have complex and dynamic language practices that
are not recognized by institutions such as schools and nation states. Through various writing
activities and discussions, I found that Cindy, Bá, Mindy, Sydney, Linda, Gabriella, Samantha,
and Jeanna use features of English, Vietnamese to communicate with their families. The youths
know when to select and deploy their linguistic features according to their appropriate setting.
However, institutions such as schools do not recognize the Vietnamese American youths’
diverse and dynamic language practices. Schools do not provide an education that allows the
youths to use their entire linguistic features. At the same time, their family members failed to
recognize the youths’ complex language practices — stating that they are rudimentary. The
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Vietnamese American youth felt embarrassed and suppressed certain features of their linguistic
repertoires.
At the end of the workshop on language workshops and learning about translanguaging,
the youth expressed pride in their language practices. The Vietnamese American youths show an
interest in learning Vietnamese to have more meaningful conversations with their family
members.
The Vietnamese American youths’ Transtrauma
Lastly, chapter eight answered the question of how the youths’ stories/narratives
throughout the eight workshops communicated about their transtrauma. I reviewed all of the data
from the sessions and identified central themes that highlighted the youths’ transtrauma. The
youth’s transtrauma is reflected in the way they express guilt, shame, frustration, and anger, all
stemming from the trauma that their parents and grandparents experienced as a result of the
Vietnam War and that they now still feel in their own bodies. The youth’s transtrauma is also
reflected in the ways they talk about the lack of institutional support. The youth realized that a
collective space is important for them to heal from their transtrauma. The eight workshops that
the youth participated in acted as the collective space for healing based on collective storytelling
(Chioneso et al, 2020; Pour-Khorshid, 2016; Saul 2014).
Thus, I advocate for an education that provides Vietnamese American youth a space that
takes into account their translanguaging and transtrauma needs. In the final section of this
conclusion, I will discuss what that space/education would look like.
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Educating taking into account the Translanguaging/Transtrauma of Vietnamese American
communities
Educators need to take a translanguaging stance (García, Johnson, & Seltzer, (2017). A
translanguaging stance would instill a sense of pride and dignity in Vietnamese youth because it
starts with the youth and not the named languages defined by the nation-states. It is about letting
the Vietnamese kid whose mother used gestures and named language to order chicken wings at
the supermarket that it is okay; the mother is languaging and deploying all of her linguistic
features to make sense and meaning.
Like translanguaging, transtrauma is defined as going beyond the individual, but looking
at the role nation-states play in inflicting trauma on marginalized communities and how trauma is
inherited. Transtrauma doesn’t stop at the individual. In the case of Vietnamese Americans, the
United States is causing that trauma. Thus, when educators adopt a transtrauma lens with
Vietnamese students they cannot stop short at meeting their needs in terms of language, history,
and culture alone. But educators need to understand and acknowledge their transtrauma identity,
which is complex, dynamic, and filled with tensions.
Transtrauma is theorized from my lived experience as a Vietnamese refugee growing up
in the United States. I theorize from the flesh (Anzaldúa, 1999) as I put my experience together
with the scholarship on race, language, immigration and education, as well as trauma. When
educators take on a transtrauma stance, they are also enacting “armed love” (Freire, 1998) and
“bilingual love” Mignolo (2000) in their teaching practices. “Armed love” requires educators to
go beyond the traditional approach of nurturing and care, to reaffirm their students’ humanity.
“Bilingual love” is when students’ entire linguistic repertoire is considered and lovingly related,
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education can pay attention to what all students know, instead of focusing on simply developing
command of linguistic norms and conventions that have been imposed by school bureaucrats and
social elites.

A transtrauma pedagogical approach requires educators to go beyond the traditional care,
nurturing, and understanding of students’ cultures and languages, but understanding students’
dynamic and complex political history/context. This dynamic/complex political history/context
includes knowing the nuances and tensions of Vietnamese Americans who live in a country that
is at the same time their aggressor and savior. For example, it would be important to be sensitive
to Vietnamese parents’ traumatic experiences with communist regimes. I remember bringing
home a pamphlet about world cultural day at school and on the pamphlet it had a flag of Vietnam
(the yellow star with red background). The flag represents the current communist regime of
Vietnam. My father was livid from seeing the pamphlet with the current flag of the Socialist
Republic of Vietnam. It traumatized and brought back unpleasant memories. In recognizing this
dynamic and complex nuances of Vietnamese Americans, the United States must be willing to
face the transtrauma of Vietnamese students.
Finally, a transtrauma approach uses art as a way to help students who have experienced
transtrauma heal. Arts can include spoken word, performance theater, dance, drawing, and
creative writing. Arts can help students release their imagination (Greene, 1995) and help them
through the process of healing. For example, there was not a platform for me in high school to
use art as a form of healing. I joined the Asian Arts Initiative and participated in their
writing/spoken word workshops to help me cope with the transtrauma I had experienced.
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Through writing I was able to face some of the transtrauma and started the process of healing. I
was able to express my feelings on paper and go through those feelings and emotions.
A pedagogy that incorporates a translanguaging/transtrauma lens views student identities as
dynamic and fluid instead of binary. It also fights back at the structures of domination such as the
school system, which continuously ignores the languaging of Vietnamese Americans and the
transtrauma of Vietnamese students.
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